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“Trevor Siemian wasn’t just a 
long shot to get into the NFL. His 
parents, Colleen and Walter, had 
tried unsuccessfully to have a 
second child. A few weeks before 
Christmas in 1990, their son Todd 
plopped on a mall Santa’s lap and said, ‘| want a 
baby brother.’ Todd was maybe 4 years old and 
unable to absorb the difficulty of the request. The 
Siemians tried to temper his expectations, but he 
just insisted they talk to Santa. So when Colleen 
gave birth to Trevor a year later on Dec. 26, they 
knew he would be special, but they never imagined 
he would be this special.” MORE ON PAGE 11 


MINNESOTA 


“Nine seconds. That’s the exact 
amount of time | had to shoot 
Patrick Peterson as he got off the 
Cardinals’ bus and walked to the 
visiting locker room and through 

- the door. It was certainly the 
shortest assignment I’ve ever completed. Mind 
you, it took 24 hours to fly, pre-light the space, 
practice walking backward while shooting and 
then receive permission from the Panthers, the 
NFL and the local security guards. Did | mention 
the two hours | spent waiting in the tunnel so that 
when Peterson walked off the bus | wouldn’t miss 
it? All of that for nine seconds.” MORE ON PAGE 24 


Sky Is 
Oe Limit 


NBA writer Kevin Arnovitz on Karl- 
Anthony Towns’ universal athletic 
prowess: “On a well-manicured golf 
course north of Minneapolis last July, 
Towns hammered a monster drive and 
an exquisite second shot to the 18th 
green; the ball nestled between water 
on both sides. As he approached the 
green to shoot for eagle, a gallery of 
50 people waited in anticipation. Word 
had gotten out that the city’s rising 
superstar was on the links. ‘I felt very 
comfortable,’ Towns says of the 
40-foot putt. Just for fun, | switched 
one of my putters for a very short 
Scotty Cameron. And | still made 

the putt.’ The moment captured the 
persona Towns is crafting as a future 
superstar—doggedly competitive but 
with enough levity to appeal to the 
masses.” MORE ON PAGE 36 
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“One of the most striking things to 
me in this story is Elena’s relation- 
ship with her sister, Lizzie. It’s 
been well-documented, but it’s 
never really been put into context. 
Normally, by the time someone 
like Elena shows real promise, the family morphs 
into a small corporation around the athlete—the 
sister does the sponsorship deals, the brother is 
the manager, the mother arranges appearances. 
But the Delle Donnes were different. Their financial 
dreams weren't hooked to her success. The family’s 
star was never Elena. Sure, she’s great. But the 
family’s star was always Lizzie.” MORE ON PAGE 50 
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Stretch-Run Schedules 


As the NFL playoff picture takes focus, which bubble teams face the most favorable and least favorable schedules? 
Football Outsiders’ Aaron Schatz uses the projected DVOA* of each hopeful to find out whether it is likely to extend its season. 


4-5, THIRD IN AFC EAST** 
i=) 

Even after a devastating loss 
on the road against Seattle 
in Week 9, the Bills aren’t out 
of it. Every defense left on 
their schedule is below 
average, according to DVDA. 
Buffalo gets four home 
games: Week 12 against 
Jacksonville and then three 
straight cold December 
contests against Pittsburgh, 
Cleveland and Miami. They 
end the season with a 

trip to the Meadowlands 

to face the Jets. 
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4-5, FOURTH IN AFC WEST 
SS 

San Diego has only two 
games left in the division, and 
both are at home: Oakland in 
Week 15 and Kansas City in 
Week 17. Although the 
Chargers have to play all 
three remaining road games 
at 1 p.m. Eastern time, those 
games are in Houston, 
Carolina and Cleveland. With 
11 scores so far, Melvin 
Gordon has proved his value 
and will continue to do 

so as the Bolts make strides 
toward the postseason. 


4-3-1, THIRD IN NFC EAST 
= 

The NFC has been the better 
conference this season. 
Regrettably, Washington has 
already played all four of 

its AFC games. Seven of its 
eight remaining foes have 
an above-average DVOA 
rating. Carolina, which visits 
Washington in Week 15, 

is the only below-average 
opponent. Kirk Cousins 

and Matt Jones will get it 
worst: five matchups 

with teams in the top 10 

of defensive DVOA. 


4-4, FOURTH IN NFC EAST 
= 

Philadelphia has an even 
tougher slate than 
Washington. Having faced 
the Falcons in Week 10, 

the Eagles also get the 
Seahawks, making them 
the only team to square off 
against both. But rookie 

QB Carson Wentz and the 
Eagles get a bit of a break by 
playing five of the final eight 
games at home, including 
ones against all three 

NFC East rivals in the final 
four weeks of the season. 
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Fake It to Make It Play-action passes lead to bigger 
plays and fewer sacks—so why aren’t more teams takin 
full advantage of one of the NFL's best weapons? 


ith NFL teams firing offensive coordinators almost as frequently as the 
Raiders commit penalties these days, I have some advice for teams look- 
ing to amp their scoring: Add more play-action to your repertoire. 

Yes, the trend in today’s game is for quarterbacks to get rid of the ball quickly, not to take 
extra time to fake a handoff before passing. This season starting QBs are spending two seconds 
or less in the pocket on 37.4 percent of their attempts, a figure that has jumped by more than 
5 percentage points in just the past four years. As I’ve written before, that’s understandable 
and even laudable, given the trouble so many clubs are having developing cohesive offensive 
lines. But the numbers are loud and clear: Misdirection still pays. 

QBs threw for 9.23 yards per attempt on play-action through Week 9 this season, compared 
with 6.9 ypa on all other passes, according to ESPN Stats & Information. That’s a huge gap. 
It’s the difference between Tom Brady and Marcus Mariota! Further, play-action passes lead to 
first downs on 44.3 percent of completions, versus 33.3 percent for non-PA, and result in fewer 
sacks despite QBs holding the ball longer (5 percent of dropbacks, versus 5.6 percent). Essen- 
tially, play-action is a way to grab extra rewards without incurring extra risk. 

Since Hank Stram pioneered the tactic some 50 years ago, several pairs of innovative coaches 
and cerebral QBs have elevated play-action to an art form: Stram and Len Dawson, Bill Walsh 
and Joe Montana, Sam Wyche and Boomer Esiason, Pete Carroll and Russell Wilson. But many 
teams cling to traditionalist beliefs that prevent them from taking full advantage of it. 

For some, the pure pocket passer is the beau ideal of quarterback play, and once a QB has 
established a high level of standard performance, it’s almost as if he shouldn’t need to resort 
to anything so gimmicky. Other clubs still think you have to run to set up the pass and will use 
play-action only if they are already confident in their rushing game. Indeed, as Football Out- 
siders pointed out in July, four of the five teams that ran most often last season (as a percent- 
age of plays) were also among the half a dozen that deployed play-action the most. 

But analytics long ago debunked the idea that you need to run to set up the pass—and be- 
sides, even the worst teams in the league rush more than 20 times a game, so you especially 
don’t need to run to set up fake handoffs. 

As far as I can tell, then, too many coaches call play-action by rote rather than looking at data 
to see who’ actually effective at it. An extreme example: The Chargers have gone to play-action 


on just 10.3 percent of Philip Rivers’ pass attempts since the start of 
2012, even though over that span he has hurled 22 TDs with just six 
picks on play-action and his completions have traveled 37 percent far- 
ther, on average, than his other throws. Overall, there is actually a 
slightly negative correlation between how often NFL teams use play- 
action and how well they use it (as measured by improvement in ypa): 
minus-0.19, on a scale of minus-1 to 1. 

Now, play-action is based on faking out the opposition. So if you 
use it more frequently, won't its effectiveness decline? Well, yes. 
Eventually, defenders will stop biting on false handoffs, and lineback- 
ers will keep clogging the middle of the field rather than rushing to- 
ward the line of scrimmage. But until the advantage of play-action 
erodes completely, it makes sense to keep trying. A team hasn't opti- 
mized its offense until the gains from various play types are equal— 
until there’s no reason to switch from one to another. 

Relentless play-action wouldn’t suit every team—it does require an 
offensive line that can hold blocks and a QB with a deep touch. But I 
think Buffalo should consider it. Last year Tyrod Taylor crushed it on 
play-action, connecting on 69.5 percent of passes for a whopping 18.6 
yards per completion, second in the league. This season offensive coor- 
dinator Greg Roman was running PA on 23.1 percent of Taylor’s pass 
attempts, but since replacing Roman after Week 2, Anthony Lynn has 
cut Taylor's play-action usage by a third. Free Tyrod Taylor! 

I also think we're sure to see Seattle bootleg and bomb a lot more 
off play-action in the second half of this season. Recovering from in- 
juries, Wilson has gone to play-action on just 15.4: percent of passes 
this year, by far the lowest rate of his career. But when he’s on his 
game, defenses literally can’t believe their eyes. And the last time the 
Seahawks led the league in play-action, using PA on 34 percent of 
their passes in 2013? They won the Super Bowl. 
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The scene is high in the Colorado mountains, about 
threenours and 20 years from where Trevor Siemian’s 
crazy dream would play out. {| A 9-year-old boy crashes 
Is face into a tree. Todd Siemian has been snowboarding 
and trying to keep up with his 4-year-old brother, Trevor, 
when, bam, the impact cracks his goggles and breaks 

his nose. Young Trevor has never seen so much blood. 

4 The good news is that the Siemian family is well- 
prepared. Dad Walter is a plastic surgeon, and mom 
Colleen is a nurse who’s seen far worse in the ICU. 
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“He'll be OK. You'll see,” Dad assures. He grabs a 
butter knife, slides it up Todd’s nostril and resets his 
nose. Trevor just stands there, eyes fixed, like he’s 
watching a Teletubbies video. 

A few hours later, Trevor enters his first and only 
downhill ski race. And wins. 

“He’s pretty unique,” Todd says today. “I can’t 
recall a time in which he’s really had any freak-out 
sessions.” 


FLASH FORWARD TWO decades, to the morning of 
Aug. 29, as preseason is winding down for the Den- 
ver Broncos. Man, it is a sight. Head coach Gary 
Kubiak announces in a team meeting that Trevor 
Siemian is the new starting quarterback of the de- 
fending Super Bowl champs, igniting the room into 
an eruption of spirited applause. When the noise 
calms and the meeting ends, Siemian calls his dad 
back home in Florida. 

Typically, he undersells the moment. “I got the 
job,” he says. But his dad quickly clips the conversa- 
tion short, saying he'll have to call back. He is just 
about to perform surgery. Anyway, by his son’s tone 
he thinks “the job” means something less significant, 
maybe a sponsorship deal or something. 

This is why the Broncos love Siemian: He seems 
unaffected by, and possibly oblivious to, the big 
deal he has become. The 24-year-old—whose col- 
lege career was so decidedly unremarkable that 
he nearly took a job in real estate two years ago— 
is the replacement for a surefire Hall of 
Famer, Peyton Manning. His team got 
offto a 6-3 start to the season, and 
hasn’t cracked. 


Siemian’s overall 
numbers are pretty 
ordinary—a 54.6 
QBR through his first 
eight games—but 

he has excelled 
under blitz pressure. & 
Five of his 10 
touchdowns through 
Week 3 came when 
facing blitzes. 
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YARDS PER DROPBACK 
AGAINST THE BLITZ 


SIEMIAN RANKS 4TH 


1ST: RYAN TANNEHILL, 13.16 
LEAGUE AVERAGE: 6.64 


“He’s unflappable,” says Broncos general man- 
ager John Elway of the QB he took with the sev- 
enth-to-last pick of the 2015 NFL draft. “He really 
does a tremendous job of keeping his mind on what 
he’s doing. He doesn’t let the outside forces affect 
him at all.” 

Outside the Broncos organization, fans and local 
media remain skeptical that a kid who started only 
18 games at Northwestern can do the job. After 
opening the season 4-0 and completing 67 percent 
of his throws, Siemian injures his nonthrowing 
shoulder. He misses one game, then regresses to 55 
percent in his next four starts. In a Week 9 blud- 
geoning at the hands of the Raiders, Siemian fin- 
ishes just 18-of-37. Surely there must be something 
better behind Door No. 2. Denver Post columnist 
Mark Kiszla decries that defensive coordinators 
have caught up to Siemian and that it’s time to fast- 
track first-rounder Paxton Lynch. “They expand the 
book on him every week,” Kiszla writes of Siemian, 
“and every new page is a little less flattering.” 

Still, it’s easy to forget that Siemian has beaten 


| 
ed = — at 


Cam Newton, Andrew Luck, Andy Dalton and 
Philip Rivers and that the Denver running game has 
suffered since C.J. Anderson tore up his knee on 
Oct. 24 (see the Broncos’ 33 rushing yards in the 
30-20 loss to the Raiders). After that game, Kubiak 
still insists that Siemian is his guy and scoffs at the 
notion that he is simply a stopgap starter on ateam 
with a dominant defense. “I feel really good about 
what Trevor’s doing, but Trevor’s like any other 
player—he’s got to get better,’ Kubiak says. 


IN AN NFL in which rosters are built on scouting re- 
ports, painstaking video dissections and gaggles of 
middle-aged men holding stopwatches, an under- 
dog success story like Siemian’s isn’t supposed to 
happen. And it probably wouldn’t have if fate hadn't 
allowed Kubiak a rare chance to channel-surf one 
fall Saturday night. 

It’s Nov. 15, 2014, and Siemian’s disappointing 
senior season at Northwestern is nearing an end 
with a visit to No. 18 Notre Dame. His team is 3-6 
and needs to win out to be bowl-eligible. In his only 
year as a full-time starter—he’d platooned with Kain 
Colter the previous two seasons—Siemian knows his 
already slim chance of impressing NFL scouts is fad- 
ing to nothing. It’s hard to imagine playing in the 
NFL when two weeks earlier he’d finished a 48-7 
drubbing at Iowa on the bench. 

But Siemian is stoked to play in front of 80,000 
Fighting Irish fans and on national TV. He keeps his 
focus as the Wildcats fall behind. “He was just like, 
‘All right, we'll get the next one,” former Northwest- 
ern offensive lineman Hayden Baker says now. 

Sitting in Baltimore, Kubiak is enjoying the bye 
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LEAGUE AVERAGE: 90.3 


Stats through Week 9. Source: ESPN Stats & Information 
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weekend and arare Saturday night off as the Ravens’ 
offensive coordinator. There are other games to 
watch—Alabama leads a nail-biter at No. 1 Missis- 
sippi State, and Kubiak’s alma mater, Texas A&M, 
is about to kick off with Missouri—but even though 
the Wildcats trail 40-29 with just five minutes left, 
Kubiak doesn’t switch the channel. Instead, he 
watches Siemian hit a clutch pass over the middle 
for a big first down and then scramble right for an- 
other. From the 6-yard line, Siemian tucks the ball 
and runs for a touchdown. After a turnover, he finds 
Kyle Prater on a quick route for 17 yards to help set 
up the field goal to tie the game. The Wildcats go on 
to win in overtime 43-40. 

The next morning, Kubiak strides into the office, 
where coaches are making small talk about what 
they did Saturday night. Still struck by Siemian’s 
poise, he asks, “Did anybody see the quarterback 
from Northwestern?” 

The next week at Purdue, Siemian continues to 
impress anyone watching as the Wildcats cruise 
to an early 21-0 lead. Then in the second quarter, he 
runs a quarterback sneak on fourth-and-1. But 
Siemian gets stuffed short ... and doesn’t get up. By 
the time Siemian is placed on the trainer’s table, 
Baker knows his roommate has torn his ACL. 
Northwestern holds on against Purdue but plays its 
final game of the season without Siemian and loses 
to Illinois. The bowl hopes are gone; for Siemian, 
everything seems over. 

“I wonder if I’ll ever play football again,’ Siemian 
tells his family and friends. 

His surgery in early December is a success, and 
Siemian spends the next few weeks recovering in 
Illinois. He visits coach Pat Fitzgerald’s office and 
says he is thinking of giving up football. “No, man, 
you need to train,” Fitzgerald remembers telling 
him. “Your best football is ahead of you.” 

Siemian hears the same message from one of his 
mentors, a guy named Steve Schnur. About 20 
years earlier, Schnur had far more success quarter- 
backing Northwestern than Siemian ever did, win- 
ning back-to-back Big Ten titles. But his smaller 
frame didn’t appeal to the NFL, and Schnur didn’t 
get invited to any camps. He instead became an 
exec with Duke Realty. 

Siemian had interned at Duke Realty the summer 
before his senior year and was, by all accounts, a 
natural—personable, a fast learner, trustworthy and 
never stressed by any projects he was given. “He’s 
got a presence about him,” Schnur says. But when 
Siemian talks to him about giving up football, 
Schnur offers no sales pitch for real estate. He says 
that the corporate world can wait and that if he has 
even the slimmest shot at the NFL... 
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“Go for it,” Schnur tells him. “The NFL will 
move on quickly from you.” 

While the stars of the class of 2015 go to the com- 
bine, Siemian begins to rehab his knee. His name 
isn’t even on a long list of quarterback prospects 
handed to Kubiak when he becomes the Broncos’ 
head coach that January, instead relegated to a pile 
labeled “others.” Kubiak asks and is told that Siemi- 
an tore his ACL. 

“There were some people concerned about his 
health,” Kubiak says now. “So it was a matter of just 
saying, ‘Hey, this kid’s got a big league arm. He's very 
bright. Let’s just do some homework on him.” 

Siemian isn’t healthy enough to work out at 
Northwestern's pro day on March 3, but a few weeks 
before the draft he holds his own workout. Kubiak 
dispatches passing-game coordinator and QB coach 
Greg Knapp to Evanston for the April 9 session. He 
is the only coach who shows up, along with reps from 
a handful of other teams, to watch Siemian essen- 
tially throw on one leg. 

Knapp likes to take a player out to dinner the 
night before his workout and has a lot of questions 
to resolve that night. Is Siemian sharp enough? Will 
he be a fit in the quarterbacks room? It’s a unique 
situation. Siemian won't just have to keep up with 
the coaches; he'll have to keep up with Manning. 

Knapp loves the kid’s answers and instincts. The 
workout the next day leaves him even more encour- 
aged. “He couldn't do a lot of mobile stuff,’ Knapp 
says. “But he could drop straight back and throw the 
ball, and I could see how it came off his hand and see 
how tight the spin was and what kind of arm 
strength he had. It really showed up in person that 
this guy’s a natural thrower.” 

So Siemian, via luck and a decent workout, wins 
the Broncos’ interest—enough to warrant the 250th 
pick in the draft. The team that shows the next-most 
interest, according to Fitzgerald, is Cleveland, which 
has him in for a visit two weeks before the draft. 
Think about that: Trevor Siemian could have wound 
up in the city where quarterback dreams die. 


LANDING IN DENVER really is a dream scenario: the 
opportunity to learn from Manning, a legend in 
his final season, and a quarterback brain trust of 
general manager Elway, Kubiak and Knapp. He’s 
No. 3, behind Manning and Brock Osweiler, Man- 
ning’s heir apparent. No pressure and plenty of 
space to grow. 

Siemian doesn’t like to talk about his relation- 
ship with Manning. It’s almost as if detailing what 
some describe as a friendship—Siemian’s family 
says the two are golf buddies—would be disrespect- 
ful. But there clearly is warmth between the legend 


Granted, 2015 was Peyton Manning’s 
worst statistical season, but in 
Siemian’s first eight starts, his stats 
stacked up to the future Hall of 
Famer’s numbers from last fall. 


PEYTON TREVOR 
MANNING SIEMIAN 
2015 2016 
= W-L = 
RECORD 
PASSER 
RATING 


MANNING 75.6 
SIEMIAN 86.2 


PASSING 
YDS 


YDS PER 
ATTEMPT 
O a 


COMPLETION 
PCT 
62.3% 59.8% 
QBR 


AVG 100 


in his final season and the long shot in his first. 
When Siemian has a question, no matter how 
small, Manning always seems willing to help. 

“Peyton was an awesome example for me,’ Siemi- 
an recalls, “for how to not just play quarterback but 
how to operate every day. How to be ateammate and 
how to be a leader in the locker room.” 

It doesn’t take long for them to connect. Manning 
is funny and sarcastic and likes to throw digs at his 
coaches and the younger quarterbacks over the 
course of a meeting. In one of Siemian’s first QB ses- 
sions in Denver, Manning zings him, and he zings 
right back. Knapp can’t say what the barb was, but 
he says it told him a lot about Siemian. “It was like, 
‘All right, this kid’s not just going to follow the lead,” 
Knapp says. “‘He’s going to be a leader.” 

C.J. Anderson says Siemian and Manning share 
some personality traits, including that sense of hu- 
mor. (His college teammates call Siemian a goof- 
ball and tell of the time he misplaced his helmet 
and then ran to the huddle, yelling, “I’m coming, 
boyyyyyys!”) 

“Peyton was a serious calm,” Anderson says. “Trev- 
or is more of a funny-comedian calm. He’s kind of 
like Peyton. In between those lines, it’s business. 
Outside of it, it’s all fun and games.” 

Asked the biggest lessons he learned from Man- 
ning, Siemian comes up with a lot of variations on 
this theme: Manning taught him how to approach 
the game Monday through Saturday, how to be 
prepared. 

“I was very fortunate to be able to share the room 
with him,” he says. 


DENVER BEATS CAROLINA in the Super Bowl as Sie- 
mian stands and watches. The whole world assumes 
that Manning will retire, maybe right there on the 
field. On March 7 he makes it official. Two days later, 
the real thunderbolt hits: Brock Osweiler is not 
sticking around. He takes a $72 million contract and 
leaves for Houston. 

Siemian—as is his nature—doesn’t remember 
where he was when Knapp called him with the 
news. On the phone, Knapp tells him the Broncos 
will add some quarterbacks but reminds him that 
Kubiak will play the best man, regardless of finan- 
cial commitment. 

“All right,” Siemian tells him. “That’s all I needed 
to hear. Let’s go.” 

An old teammate sends Siemian a text, “QBI1,” as 
a joke. And in early March, the truth is that such a 
message does seem kind of hilarious. Very few gen- 
eral managers would’ve taken the risk Elway did in 
letting Osweiler walk to Houston. The outside world 
screams, “What is Elway thinking?” 
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But Elway knows what he has with Siemian in 
the mix. “The coaches really liked how he handled 
the classroom and how he studied and picked up 
the offense,” Elway says today. “But until you see 
him under the lights, you never really know how 
they’re going to react. Until he gets in there, you 
never know.” 

“My mentality going into everything is, ‘I’ll be 
damned if I’m not prepared for whatever comes my 
way,” Siemian says. “I’m going to do whatever I can 
to be ready for it.” 

The Broncos end up drafting Paxton Lynch in the 
first round and trading for journeyman Mark San- 
chez, but neither can beat out Siemian by the end of 
preseason. Denver will begin defending its title ina 
rematch with Carolina. 

Elway couldn’t ask for a brighter spotlight for his 
young quarterback. 


ON THE SIDELINE before the marquee NFL Kickoff 
game, Siemian stands calmly with his hand on his 
chest during the national anthem, while across the 
field Panthers linebacker Luke Kuechly is so amped 
to hit him that he bounces and sways through every 
bar of the song. 

On the Broncos’ first play from scrimmage, Sie- 
mian wants to throw a quick screen, but a defensive 
end jumps right into his throwing lane. Instead of 
trying to throwit over the defender, Siemian pump- 
fakes and sidearms the ball around him. 

Elway is put at ease. 

“For a guy taking his first snap in an NFL game to 
be able to readjust and make that play really showed 
us something off the get-go,” Elway says. 

The Broncos eke out a 21-20 win. On Oct. 24, El- 
way’s decision to go with Siemian is put to a more 
binary test when Osweiler and the Texans come to 


GARY KUBIAK 


Sports Authority Field at Mile High on a Monday 
night. Things do not go well for Osweiler. Seven 
months after the city fretted over his departure and 
who'd replace him, Osweiler is consistently booed 
as he fumbles three times, losing one, and throws for 
just 131 yards in a 27-9 loss. Siemian throws for 157 
yards and a score, but more important, he avoids 
mistakes. Good enough. 

His coach and general manager know not to mea- 
sure Siemian’s performance by box scores. “He’s 
done atremendous job up to this point,’ Elway says. 
“He's only going to get better.” 

And his teammates, who chose him as one of three 
midseason captains, know it too. “Trev is my guy,” 
linebacker Shane Ray says. “What happened with 
Trey, nobody expected that.” 

Not even a certain coach who was channel-flip- 
ping on his couch in Baltimore. G 
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Bienvenido 
a Mexico 


The NFL returns to Mexico City for the 
first time since 2005 when the Raiders 
face the Texans on Nov. 21. But can fitbol 
americano take root on foreign soil? 
SportsCenter’s Herm Edwards and Bill 
Polian discuss. —ANTHONY OLIVIERI 


THIS IS THE ALL-NEW 2017 FORD SUPER DUTY® 


WELCOME TO 


BILL POLIAN: Expanding the NFL to 
Mexico is possible. There are lots of 
international issues—NAFTA, currency 
exchange—but it’s been done successfully 
in Canada for the NHL, NBA and MLB. 
HERM EDWARDS: There’s a great fan base 
in Mexico. In 1978, when I was with the 
Eagles, we played a preseason game there 
against the Saints. We were the first NFL 
teams to ever go to Mexico City and play. 
And even then, there was a fan base. 

BP: There’s a history and tradition of 
American football there. They play it in 
Mexican universities. They know what it’s 
about. Any marquee team could go there 
and draw because there’s a relationship. 
HE: And people like it any time you 
bring stars. The Raiders’ brand alone 

is appealing. 

BP: Britain, on the other hand, is impos- 
sible to expand to only because of the 
playoffs. You couldn't have a team, let’s 
say the Chargers, play in London on 
Sunday, then fly back and have to play 
the following Sunday in a playoff game. 
That’s unfair to the travel team. 

HE: Bill makes a good point. Mexico City 
is easier to get to. 

BP: They've done a good job of expanding 
the game in Britain. The games do sell 
out, there’s no question about that. The 
question is: What if you had an eight- 
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game season? To say nothing of whether 
the players would want to live there. 
London is one of the most expensive cities 
in the world for real estate, and the tax 
structure is different from here. 

HE: It’s one thing to visit for a week. It’s 
another thing to live there for six months. 
BP: If I were representing the [players’] 
union, the first thing I would say is I want 
to see the entire plan. What are our work 
rules going to be? Living accommoda- 
tions? Who pays for families flying over? 
HE: Young guys probably wouldn't have a 
problem with it, but guys who have 
families would be different. It would be 
interesting to see how many players 
would be willing to do that. Could you 
keep guys on your team? 

BP: People who have studied the logistics 
of football in Britain have suggested 
basing the team in the U.S. and going 
over for three weeks at a time. The daily 
football operations would be in the U.S. 
because there’s a lot that goes on during 
the practice week that no one sees: 
getting injured players diagnosed, injury 
replacements coming in, tryouts. All of 
that stuff is much, much harder in a 
foreign country. These are human beings, 
not bank drafts. In the financial industry, 
you're doing wire transfers. Here you're 
doing human transfers. 


Source: Statista; Global Web Index Q4 2014 
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Patrick 
Peterson 
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Game day is all about 
preparation—and for 
Peterson, 26, that means 
factoring in the season 
and the city to develop 

a signature look. 
—STACEY PRESSMAN 


ELEVEE CUSTOM SUIT “Before the 
season, my stylist and | go through 
colors, fabrics, and plan out the suits. 
| go for the slim-fit look. | thought 
gray was a great touch in November.” 
$1,595, eleveefashion.com 

TOM FORD RIVER VINTAGE SQUARE 
SUNGLASSES “In the early stage 

of my career, | was the guy who'd lose 
most every pair of sunglasses. | take 
care of these.” $415, tomford.com 


GUCCI TECHNO CANVAS TECHPACK 

“| keep my iPad, my toiletry bag and 
my notes from the game plan in there. 
And my backpack has a backpack. 

It’s really nothing, just a Fendi bag. 
They're just fun.” $1,250, gucci.com 


ELEVEE TIE “I picked it because 

| needed something to give it a pop. 

| have the plaid jacket and the 
button-down shirt; that tie was chosen 
to get the focus off the jacket with the 
polka dots.” $95, eleveefashion.com 
ROLEX DATEJUST II “I got that in 2013 
as a gift from my jeweler for making 
my third consecutive Pro Bowl.” 
$9,100, rolex.com 

LOUIS VUITTON ATLAS RICHELIEU 
SHOES “With my size 11 two-toned 
shoes with no socks, | have a 
European look from top to bottom.” 
$915, louisvuitton.com 
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“Pm versatile with my 
style. | take pride in if. 
| want my brand 

fo represent who | am. 
The season dictates 
the color, but it’s really 
all about feel.” 
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Hand-Eye 
Domination 
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Pobelter, 20, is one 
of North America’s 
most electric 
League players. 


SOT 


StarCraft, the game that 
spawned esports, is still the 64% 
most technically difficult to 
play. We hooked StarCraft II 
vet Polt to an EEG scanner 
to see what it takes. 


40% 


Polt averages 316 actions per 
minute on the mouse and 
keyboard—64 percent faster 
than an adult can type. 
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His right hand clicks the 
mouse in 0.125 of a second, 
40 percent faster than the 
world-record quick-draw time. 


LEAGUE OF EXTRAORDINARY GENTLEMEN 


A League of Legends star like Pobelter has a lot to track during a game: 
four teammates, five enemy players, the umpteen spells in their 
arsenals and how close he is to dying [and that’s just the basics). As 
his virtual self goes into battle, his real-life body goes into beast mode. 


AVERAGE VISUAL 

FIXATION IN A FIGHT 
During a team fight, Pobelter 
attacks opponents while looking 
for escape routes. His eyes move 
every 0.167 of a second, about 
the same speed as an NFL player 
sizing up an oncoming defender. 


AVERAGE VISUAL FIXATION IN 
AN EVASIVE MOVE 

In dangerous situations, like an 
enemy counterattack, Pobelter 
must assess his options. He looks 
at a different part of the screen 
every 0.070 of a second—over 
three times faster than an adult 
can read a single word. 


AVERAGE VISUAL FIXATION 
ON GAME MAP 

In League, positioning is key, so 
Pobelter lingers longest on the 
mini map. Studies show that the 
ability to home in on the most 
relevant info is one trait that 
separates pros from amateurs. 


23% 
During a fight, Polt gets more 
focused (23 percent) but also 


more relaxed (200 percent], akin 


to NFL QBs facing defenders. 


Sport Science used an EEG headset, eye tracker, bioharness and the Wonderlic test to gather data. 


WONDERLIC IQ TEST 


POBELTER NFL QB 


League is often compared with 
chess because players have to 
oresee the enemy’s moves. 
Pobelter scored 41 out of 50 on 
he Wonderlic test, the 1Q exam 
he NFL administers before 
each draft. That’s 71 percent 
higher than the average QB. 


HEARTBEATS PER MINUTE 
150 
One 
100 minute 
before 
game ae 
Resting Oring 
3B heart game 
rate 
0 


One minute before a game, 
Pobelter’s heart rate spikes from 
75 beats per minute to 140. That 
increased pace actually impairs 
hand-eye coordination. But by 
he time the game starts, he 
gets it down to 80 bpm, the way 
Olympic sharpshooters control 
their heart rate before firing. 


32% 
When Polt wins a fight, his 
excitement level jumps by 

32 percent, but for only about 

four seconds. No time to gloat! 
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Catch Them 
if They Can 


We know ... the only record that counts is the 
one in the win-loss column. But that doesn’t 
mean we should pass on these other runs 

at history by Bama’s D, a pair of QBs and one 
very disciplined Navy. -HALLIE GROSSMAN 


SCORE, TIDE, SCORE 


THE FEAT Through the first 10 Saturdays, Alabama 
had nine defensive touchdowns, the most in FBS 
play since 2004 and tied for the season record 
held by Southern Miss (2011) and SMU (2012). 
Those nine TDs are three more than any other 
defense has managed this year—Ohio State has 
six—and have come courtesy of seven players. 

THE FUNDAMENTALS Jonathan Allen, Alabama’s 
two-time All-SEC defensive lineman who has 
scored on two fumble recoveries this season, says 
the Tide are opportunistic because they literally 
practice what they preach. “In practice, even ifit’s 
an incomplete pass, we want to try to pick it up 
and return it for a score,” he says. In that way, they 
learn how to be offensive players too. “Scoop and 
score. That’s something we live by.” 

THE FUTURE The Tigers loom. Auburn’s offense, 
No. 12 in efficiency, is back to looking like a Gus 
Malzahn-helmed attack and has only 10 turnovers 
all year, which is good for a top-20 FBS ranking. 
Still, the Bama D makes its living harassing 
opposing quarterbacks, and Auburn has already 
allowed 16 sacks. “They don’t have to blitz,” says 
Eddie Gran, Kentucky’s offensive coordinator. 
“They can send four and get to the quarterback.” 
And that leads to hurried throws, which leads to 
errant throws, which leads to intercepted throws, 
which leads to ... well, you get it. 


THE VERY FIRST 
6,000-YARD MAN? 


THE FEAT Texas Tech QB Patrick Mahomes could 
accomplish what no player at any level of college 
football has ever done: gain 6,000 yards in a single 
season. Former Red Raiders quarterback B.J. 
Symons came closest in 2003, with 5,976 total 
yards. Averaging 460.7 total yards of offense per 
game, Mahomes is on pace for a season-long total 
of 5,989 yards—if Tech (4—5 with three games to 
go) plays in a bowl game. 

THE FUNDAMENTALS On average, Mahomes is 
passing for 74 more yards per game than last year, 
ajump in production that Texas Tech coach Kliff 
Kingsbury says is helped by his ... incompletions. 


Bama’s Ronnie 
Harrison, Jonathan 
Allen and Minkah 
Fitzpatrick (from left) 
are offensive on D. 


“The number of throwaways I’ve seen? I love it,” 
he says. “We always dance that fine line of ‘When 
is the party over, and when do you make that 
exceptional play?’ This year he’s surrendered a 
bunch on second down and got us a third down 
instead of turning the ball over.” 

THE FUTURE If Tech doesn’t make a bowl, Mahomes 
will need to average 618 yards of offense in his final 
three games. The good news: He surpassed the 
500-yard mark five times in his first nine outings. 
The bad news: In the season finale in Arlington, 
Tech faces Baylor and its Big 12—-best pass defense 
(189.1 yards per game allowed, No. 18 in the FBS). 
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All stats through Week 10. 
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A champion 
is in the making. 
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High-flying Lamar 
Jackson beats 
defenses through the 
air, even when he’s 
running the ball. 


THE REST OF THE BEST 


DONNEL PUMPHREY The running back has quietly 
hoarded 5,853 career rushing yards at San Diego 
State, putting him 544 shy of Ron Dayne’s career 
mark (6,397 from 1996 to 99), and he'll have room 
to run: The Aztecs are bowl-eligible, and their final 
three regular-season opponents allow 4-plus ypc. 
COREY DAVIS With 4,796 career receiving yards, 
Western Michigan’s stud receiver needs 209 yards 
in his next four games to pass Trevor Insley’s 
record of 5,005 yards (Nevada, 1996-99). Davis 
has gained at least 63 yards in every game this year. 


JAKE BROWNING Russell Wilson holds the highest 
passer efficiency rating in a season (191.78 at 
Wisconsin in 2011), but Washington's Browning 
has surpassed that rating this year at 202.8. And 
his odds look good to maintain that success: U-Dub 
faces USC (No. 46 in the FBS in passer efficiency 
allowed), Arizona State (No. 126) and Washington 
State (No. 69) to close the regular season. 

RYAN SWITZER As a North Carolina freshman in 
2013, Switzer ran back five punts for TDs, wizardry 
that approached the all-time career mark (Wes 


THIS GARDINAL RULES 


THE FEAT Louisville QB Lamar Jackson can’t 
not score. He was responsible for 45 touch- 
downs (26 passing, 19 rushing) through nine 
games. Ifhe keeps that pace, he'll pass (or run 
by) Colt Brennan’s record of 63 TDs in 2006 
during the Cardinals’ bowl game. Jackson, 
the Heisman favorite, has outscored all but 
16 FBS offenses this year. 

THE FUNDAMENTALS Jackson rushed for 11 
TDs last year—but his growing understand- 
ing of how to use his arm has opened up 

his game. “He’s getting comfortable 

with reading defenses,” says Louisville 
co-offensive coordinator Lonnie Galloway, 
who points to Jackson’s third-down slant to 
James Quick in the second quarter in 
Louisville’s 63-20 rout of Florida State. The 
Cards were ahead just 14-10, and a defensive 
back in tight coverage was in the passing 
lane. Instead of forcing a dart in to Quick, 
Jackson lofted the ball just over the defend- 
er’s reach. “I don’t think he makes that 
throw last year,’ Galloway says. 


THE FUTURE Houston, Louisville’s penulti- 
mate opponent, might prove a stout test; the 
Cougars rank No. 20 in defensive efficiency 
and have held QBs to a 37.9 QBR (No. 24 in 
the FBS). Then comes in-state rival Kentucky, 
which looks riper for Jackson’s picking: UK’s 
defense has surrendered 30 touchdowns this 
year, tied for 63rd in the FBS. 


Welker and Antonio Perkins both collected eight) 
in just one year. He had none in 2014 but two last 
year, followed by zero this year. If he can recapture 
the magic just once, he'll crack the record books. 
NAVY The Middies are once again the nation’s least 
penalized team; with just 2.1 flags per game, 
they’re on pace for 26 hankies. Since the record 
was first charted in 2004, Navy has accrued the 
fewest penalties in the country four times 
(including the record low of 28 in 2011) and has 
never ranked below No. 5.4 
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the Hex?! 


During their last qualification, the Yanks went 8-0 stateside—and 3-2-3 abroad. “What people don’t realize in 
the U.S. is that when we go to Central American or Caribbean countries, everything stops,” says veteran keeper 
Tim Howard. “The game is all anyone cares about, and they'll do anything to give their team an advantage.” On 
the road during the Hex—CONCACAF's yearlong six-team qualifier for the 2018 FIFA World Cup—the U.S. will 
face hostile fans (heads up for airborne bags of urine), aggressive play, atrocious fields and unbearable heat and 
humidity. Each stop, starting Nov. 15 in Costa Rica, will be a reminder that there really is no place like home. 
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U.S. ROAD WCQ RECORD 0-8-1 


LAST VISIT 3-1 LOSS 
SEPTEMBER 2013) 


n 2013, still miffed about the 
Yanks’ win in a Colorado 
snowstorm six months earlier, 
Costa Rica’s federation exacted 
revenge by denying the U.S. 
squad training sites and 
practice balls for the rematch. 
From there, the fans took over. 
Before one training session, “| 
ook out the window of our bus 
and there’s all these people 
standing outside of their cars 
on the highway,” defender Matt 
Besler says. “A 15-minute ride 
to practice took over an hour.” 
Fortunately, relations have 
improved, but the Americans 
aren't taking any chances: This 
time, the U.S. is flying into San 
Jose a day later than usual. 


U.S. ROAD WCQ RECORD 2-0-1 


LAST VISIT 3-2 WIN 
(OCTOBER 2013) 


With a modern capital, friendly 
supporters and a decent field, 
Panama City has been kind to 
he U.S. over the years. “But 
hat could easily change 

with the history we have,” 
midfielder Graham Zusi says. 
Los Canaleros were up e-1 
against the U.S. in 2013 ina 
win-or-go-home matchup, 
and “some of the Panamanian 
players kind of asked us to 
relax because we were already 
hrough,” says Zusi, who later 
scored to help knock out 

he Panamanians. “| remember 
how deafening it was when 
hey scored,” he says. “And 
how deathly silent it was after 
we equalized.” 


U.S. ROAD WCQ RECORD 
G=13=e2 


LAST VISIT 0-0 (MARCH 2013) 


Mexico is considering multiple 
venues in which to host the 

U.S., but the favorite is the 
Estadio Azteca—largely for its 
87,000-seat capacity. “It was my 
first [WCQ] start, and | was 
looking forward to singing our 
anthem,” Besler says. But by the 
time he started singing, it was 
almost over. “I realized we 
couldn't hear it because the 
entire stadium was whistling.” 
Mexico City’s thin air also affects 
ball flight (“Shots drop slower 
and are on you quicker,” says 
Howard, who was beaten ona 
long-range blast in a 2-1 loss in 
2009) and player stamina—the 
U.S. staff provides oxygen tanks 
for its starters at halftime. 
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SAN PEDRO SULA, 
HONDURAS 


ESTADIO OLIMPICO 
METROPOLITANO 


U.S. ROAD WCQ RECORD 3-1-1 


LAST VISIT 2-1 LOSS 
(FEBRUARY 2013) 


High temperatures, a hard field, 
ong grass and daytime kickoffs 
don’t exactly make for an easy 
trip to Honduras, but the worst 
of the team’s worries are off the 
field in the world’s second- 
deadliest city. “We spend an 
inordinate amount of time 
working with the embassy 
before we goin,” says Tom King, 
U.S. Soccer’s managing director 
of administration. “They have 
very legitimate concerns from a 
safety standpoint.” In 2013, 
Besler says, “we'd get off the 
elevator on our floor and there'd 
be two soldiers with AK-47s 
posted there. It’s not quite that 
way anywhere else.” 


Minimum number of 
days USSF personnel 
arrive before the team to 


set things up. 


Minimum staff at a 
road qualifier—only 
six fewer than at the 

2014 World Cup. 


> FORWARD 


@oct. 10, 2017 


PORT OF SPAIN 
TRINIDAD AND TOBAGO 


HASELY CRAWFORD STADIUM 
U.S. ROAD WCQ RECORD 4-1-2 


LAST VISIT 0-0 
(NOVEMBER 2015) 


Only 700 miles north of the 
equator and just off the coast of 
Venezuela, Port of Spain is hot 
and wet, with an average high of 
almost 90 and 6 inches of rain 
in October from almost daily 
soakings. And the hosts always 
play the Yanks close. “Their 
players are so used to running 
in that heat, we have to be 
careful that it doesn’t wear us 
out,” Howard says. Off the field, 
it’s relative paradise. “The 
people are a lot more easygo- 
ing,” he adds. “It isn’t as 
daunting as some other places. 
We hope to take care of 
business before then. But you 
never know how things pan out 
in the Hex.” 
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is struggling. It’s a Saturday night in early 
April at Portland’s Moda Center, and the 
27-52 Timberwolves are facing the 43-37 
Trail Blazers, the season’s most improbable 
success story—and an aspirational template 
Sor the Wolves. Portland, despite having ex- 
actly one regular over the age of 26, has cul- 
tivated a veteran vibe and culture. It’s what 
Karl-Anthony Towns seeks to build in Min- 
neapolis. But these are things constructed 
over time with smaller achievements. 
Tonight in Portland is just another game, 
one more push of the boulder up the moun- 
tain. But by the time it’s over, it will become 


something more: a microcosm of Towns’ 


rookie year and an illustration of why this 
20-year-old is not just the next great NBA 
big but a paradigm for all who will follow. 


Less than 30 seconds into the game comes 
the first glimpse. As Blazers forward Mo 
Harkless slices through the lane and con- 
torts his body for a twisting left-handed 
layup, Towns knows his front-line collabo- 
rator, Gorgui Dieng, has it all under con- 
trol. Towns is blessed with many defensive 
skills, among them the ability to seemingly 
spot a well-timed rejection before palm ever 
meets leather. So he’s already watching the 
glass, balls of his feet planted, ready to ab- 
sorb the load of his 7-foot frame before he 
bounces off the floor and snags what re- 
mains of the shot. 

With only a few games left in the season, 
Towns’ rebounding average has hovered 
around 10 per game. He set finishing the 
year in double digits as a personal goal, not 


so much to bolster his rookie of the year can- 
didacy—with days left in the season, that’s 
a fait accompli—but because that’s what 
any self-respecting big man does. 

Now, with the ball in hand, Towns races 
his way through traffic down the floor, finds 
open space and pulls up in transition. Four 
dribbles and four seconds, that’s allit takes. 
He’samaninahurry, and the sudden stop 
of his quick-release jumper appears rushed. 
The ball barely grazes the rim. Brick. 

About a minute later in a Minnesota half- 
court set, he hands off'to Ricky Rubio, then 
sweeps around a few screens to claim his 
rightful place on the left block. 

Towns works against Portland’s Al- 
Faroug Aminu, one of these newfangled 
wings masquerading as asmall-ball 4, as if 
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guarding the likes of Towns for 38 minutes 
anight can be outsourced to any combo for- 
ward off the street. Towns flings two hard 
dribbles as he thrusts his left hip into 
Aminu, carving out room to work, before 
stepping back, facing up and unleashing an 
old-school hook shot, which circles the cylin- 
der ... before popping out. 

He spends the rest of the half grousing at 
himselfin self-flagellation. 


CONSTRUCT AWORLD and it will evolve over 
time. We can debate the nature of that evo- 
lution—whether it’s good, bad or just is. But 
change is irrepressible, and species that 
don’t respond to the conditions of that 
change eventually die out. 

So it is with basketball and the evolution 
of the big man. From the game’s beginning, 
basketball roles were defined by edict. A 
team was an aggregation of individual skill 


sets, a division of labor, and the name for the 
tallest presence on the floor, “center,” said it 
all: The game would revolve around this 
guy. The big man was an immovable force, 
dominating as a defensive presence in the 
paint. And when one of them got the ball in 
close proximity to the hoop, you'd better 
have had a defender of equal stature, or send 
a second body at him, or both. 

Jump to the ’70s, when in search of com- 
petitive advantage, disrupters like Jack Ram- 
say began finding new functions on the floor 
for their big guys. Soon you could run offense 
through the big men in the middle. And then 
all bets were off. Over time came the mobile 
big man, then the mobile iiber-athletic big 
man, then the mobile tiber-athletic big man 
with “skills,” then the tiber-athletic big man 
with “skills” who also had range. Today, qual- 
ifying exactly what a big man does on the 
floor has become futile. 


NEXT GENERATION 


Towns’ true shooting 
percentage ranks 
fourth all time among 
rookie bigs. 


“It’s positionless,” says Kentucky coach 
John Calipari, whose program has become 
a veritable finishing school for NBA big 
men. Today’s game is all pace, all space, all 
stretch. In each of the past two Finals, the 
Warriors and Cavaliers have disguised pow- 
er forwards as centers at the series’ most 
crucial moments—and often without a tra- 
ditional big altogether. 

An open 3-pointer, once the near-exclu- 
sive purview of perimeter players, now rep- 
resents a better value than a hook shot at 
close range. Last season 7-footers fired up 
more 3-pointers than in the first 13 seasons 
of the 3-point line combined. 

The league has put the big man on notice: 
It’s not enough anymore to take up space in 
the middle, shoot 60 percent at the rim, re- 
bound in the low double digits and block a 
couple of shots a night. It’s not even enough 
to shoot a little from the outside. You must 
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The NBA loves it some tall men. But after decades of personnel 
growth, the average height of players has recently moved away from 
the giants to a more athletic and slightly smaller player. 


Data courtesy Gary Gillette 
and Pete Palmer. For full 
methodology, see page 59. 
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now combine power and finesse and make 
plays for teammates and have quick feet 
that can switch out on speedy point guards 
on the pick-and-roll and run the floor and 
be able to catch the ball on the move and 
attack like a perimeter slasher and still dis- 
play that old-school big-man gravitas so 
that your four Lilliputian teammates heed 
your commands, hear you calling out defen- 
sive assignments from the back line or issue 
a decree in the huddle during a stoppage. 

That is the big man of today. But Towns 
isn’tjust the big man of today. He is the first 
big man of tomorrow. 


BY THE TIME the horn blows to end the first 
halfagainst the Blazers, Kevin Garnett has 
seen enough. Garnett, who's played 1,462 
regular-season games, has spent the season 
administering a graduate-level seminar to 
Towns in Big Man-ology, working with him 
not only on the mechanics but the business 
of harnessing his intensity. 

‘IT remember one night he was playing 
OKC, and he was pouting and being a bit of 
a baby,” Garnett says. “I yanked him to the 
side, had some strong, comforting words for 
him to reassure himself and to get him to 
gather some confidence. I like to think that 
were allhuman and have human moments. 
Ilike to think that was his human moment.” 

Likewise, tonight, during halftime, KG 
corners Towns in the locker room, and with 
the team’s young future leader flailing un- 
der the weight of the moment, the team’s el- 
der stages an intervention. 

“Keep your f---ing composure!” Garnett 
screams. “Slow down! It’s going to be OK! 
Breathe! Breathe! And slow down! Every- 
thing is going to come! Just keep playing 
hard!” Towns stoically absorbs the weight of 
KG’s sermon. 


ASK COACH CALIPARI to describe what ex- 
actly it is that makes Towns different and 
he’s likely to tell the story of last August, 
when Calipari organized a charity softball 


42 ESPN 11.28.2016 


OUT MUUUUVUU LOUD UL 


“IF I NEED TO 
SHOOT, I CAN 
SHOOT. IF I NEED 
TO BE A BRUISER, 
I CAN BEA 
BRUISER. I TRY 
TO BE GREAT 

AT ALL SKILLS.” 
KARL-ANTHONY TOWNS 


home run derby in Lexington, where Towns 
was the headliner. After clubbing a 380-foot 
moon shot on his way to the title, Towns— 
who had not played organized baseball be- 
yond the eighth grade—received a text from 
an incredulous Calipari: “Is there anything 
you can’t do? Pingpong, pool, what?” Towns 
responded: “I do it all, Coach. I do it all” 

Indeed, despite his size—Towns was al- 
ready 6-foot-3 by the time he was 11 years 
old—he spent much of his time as a young 
player in northern New Jersey out on the 
perimeter. Calipari recalls meeting coaches 
who had faced off against Towns in high 
school who described him as someone who 
would shoot 15 3-pointers in a game. 

At 15, Towns was invited to compete on 
the Dominican national team—Towns’ 
mother, Jacqueline, was born in the Domin- 
ican Republic—to play for Calipari and 
alongside Al Horford and Francisco Garcia. 
NBA lifer Del Harris assisted Calipari on the 
bench, and on the team’s second day of prac- 
tice, he watched Towns jack up a fusillade of 
3-pointers. Harris strolled onto the court. 

“You're 6-10, but you might as well be 
5-10,” Harris told Towns. “Get yourself down 
inside and learn the position.” 

Calipari echoed Harris, and throughout 


Towns’ time with the Dominican team and 
later in Lexington, Calipari and his staff in- 
sisted that the 7-footer develop interior 
skills. “We're not satisfied because he has so 
much more,’ Wildcats assistant coach Ken- 
ny Payne said after Towns logged 19 and 10 
in an exhibition game against a French pro- 
fessional team in 2014. “He has to learn that 
we play this game from the inside out, not 
outside in.” 

Twenty-six months later, Towns is sitting 
in his favorite Italian restaurant in Minne- 
apolis, repeating those words almost verba- 
tim about the Timberwolves. “We have a 
philosophy that we work from inside out, 
not outside in,” he says as he works his way 
through a chicken Parmesan (no Parme- 
san), a brick chicken entree, linguine, pota- 
toes, a platter of roasted Brussels sprouts 
and a nonalcoholic strawberry daiquiri. 
“Maybe it’s fortunate to blend in with the 
new, current, modern-day NBA big, maybe 
it’s not. What I can do is be as versatile as 
possible, where I could have played today or 
years ago when the 5s were rolling around. 
That’s why I play. I play inside, and I also 
play outside. I play in both eras.” 


BACK IN PORTLAND, after intermission, 

Towns slows down—and begins to heat up. 

It’s a wide-ranging exhibition, a newsreel of 
how the revolution will be won. On the second 
Wolves possession, he pounces into the lane 
to catch the ball in motion from Dieng—at 
which point, forget it. With one dribble, he 
gobbles up the paint before elevating for a 
Jace-up hook that bounces through the net 
to put the Wolves up four. At the 9:15 mark, 

Towns drains a silky 18-footer after cleverly 
popping out into open space when the de- 
Sense averts its attention. And on the final 
possession of the third, with the Wolves up 

75-72, the Blazers get one final shot. Damian 

Lillard, who owns final possessions as much 
as any man in the league, draws Towns on 
the switch with three seconds to go, crosses 
over and dances back, but Towns doesn’t 
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ELITE COMPANY 


The only rookies to best 
Towns’ 2015-16 line of 

points, rebounds, blocks 
and assists? David 
Robinson, Tim Duncan 
and Ralph Sampson. 


GREAT HEIGHTS 


By age 1l, 
Towns, at 
6-foot-3, 
had already 
eclipsed 

the height of 
the average 
U.S. adult 
male (5-9). 


flinch. He extends his long right arm just as 
Lillard rises, forcing Lillard to recalibrate 
his shot, which is futile because there’s sim- 
ply no angle that can clear Towns. As the 
horn sounds to end the quarter, the shot falls 
8 feet short. 


AS NBACOACHES survey today’s landscape, 
they frequently come back to the most tan- 
talizing of propositions, best articulated by 
Calipari: “What if you can play small ball 
with long players?” What if you can leverage 
the length of your frontcourt but not forfeit 
the skills that are traditionally lost by going 
big? The Thunder showed flashes of this 
when they nearly upended the Warriors last 
spring in the Western Conference finals by 
employing Serge Ibaka, newly stretchy but 
without the full refinement of a next-gener- 
ation big. 

In this regard, Towns is the ne plus ultra. 

He sits at the midpoint of basketball’s 
great dialectic, a new place where all the 
properties that made a big man an un- 
matchable force on the floor for a century 
are matched with all the innovations that 
grew out of the Mike D’Antoni Suns teams 
of the last decade. D’Antoni placed an un- 
precedented premium on space and tempo, 
which he believed were the features that 
best facilitated a dynamic offense. But the 
space he valued most? The paint. And ifthe 
paint was being clogged by a hulking big 
man with his paw in the air on the block 
awaiting a post entry pass, then D’Antoni’s 
entire system collapsed. For him, post-ori- 
ented power basketball was death, and play- 
ers who couldn’t shoot, move the ball or 
make quick decisions hampered the entire 
operation. The league caught on, and what 
was once a novelty has become the norm in 
the NBA. In this new league, there’s less tol- 
erance than ever for stagnation. 

Yet as with every dialectic, a new condi- 
tion has emerged—and because frontcourt 
players are smaller than ever, there’s a great- 
er advantage than ever to be gained by being 
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MEASURING UP 


Towns is not only 

far better and taller 
than the average 
NBA player, he’s 
better and taller than 
the average rookie 

of the year. 


AVERAGE ROOKIE 
OF THE YEAR, 
PAST 10 YEARS 


6-5 
PER: 17.9 


big. Towns’ capacity to play big and small, 
inside and outside, to thrive in both one-on- 
one basketball and in the confines of a fluid 
system, make him the evolutionary realiza- 
tion of the big man at the moment the 
league’s historical trends are converging. 

“His skill set is so unique for a 7-footer,” 
says Wolves coach Tom Thibodeau. “He can 
shoot the 3 with ease from all over the 
floor—from the corners, from above the 
break, from the top of the key. He can put it 
on the floor. He can change direction. He can 
Euro-step. He can play back to the basket. 
He can play a face-up combo game. You can 
pick-and-roll with him where he’s the 
screener. You can pick-and-roll with him 
where he’s the ball handler. He has guardlike 
skills. He has great vision. He has playmak- 
ing ability. There’s a defensive component 
and there’s a drive to be great.” 

It’s Thibodeau’s job to talk up his big man. 
But the numbers bear him out. As ESPN’s 
Kevin Pelton noted, Towns’ performance 
last season, when measured by wins above 
replacement player (WARP), qualified as 
the 13th-best rookie season since the NBA- 
ABA merger and the second-best age-19 
season behind only LeBron James. 

According to ESPN Stats & Information, 
112 rookies in the shot-clock era have played 
more than 1,800 minutes, averaged more 
than 1.2 3-point attempts, averaged fewer 
than five personal fouls per 100 possessions 
and posted an assist percentage above 8. 
One hundred eleven are perimeter players. 
Towns is the only big man on the list. And 
he posted the highest player efficiency rat- 
ing of all of them. 

It’s common for a player in the current era 
to speak about versatility as a means to an 
end, as a way to keep defenders off balance 
as he looks for his shot. But when Towns 
discusses versatility, he regards it as a virtue 
unto itself, gospel, a badge of character. 

“Everything has to be cohesive. Every- 
thing has to jell together—that’s what makes 
the great ones great,” Towns says. “Every day 
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KARL-ANTHONY 
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»7-0 
PER: 22.5 


I’m just trying to find ways to keep my ver- 
satility high but keep every single aspect of 
my game working in sync. That’s what I try 
to do on the court. I mean, why limit your- 
self? I don’t limit myself. If my coach needs 
me to guard 1 through 5, I have worked tre- 
mendously hard to have the ability to do 
that. If I need to shoot, I can shoot. IfI need 
to post up and bea bruiser, I can be a bruis- 
er. I try to be great at all skills.” 

Consider Draymond Green, Ibaka, even 
Anthony Davis. All have some version of 
these tools, but they’ve largely had to de- 
velop them over their NBA careers. Towns 
grew up watching small ball, grew up 
shooting from the perimeter. And when the 


ROOKIE-YEAR DOUBLE-DOUBLES 


Sure, Towns ranks fourth all time in 
rookie-year double-doubles. You 
don’t call home for that. But maybe 
you do when you realize he’s the 
youngest rookie on this list. 


Kentucky staff pushed him down low, he 
was a born ballerina with his footwork. 
Now, when many big men have vacated the 


asked to abandon for years. 

How revolutionary is he? Pick a stat, any 
stat. Among players who took more than 
500 shots last season, only three—J.J. 
Redick, Steph Curry and Kyle Korver—out- 
performed Towns’ shot-making relative to 
shot difficulty. In an offensive-glass metric 
that measures a combination of hustle and 
conversion, Towns ranks fifth in the NBA 
and on the defensive end ranks in the 86th 
percentile. As a one-on-one player, he’s al- 
ready elite. Only Chris Bosh and Blake Grif- 
fin ranked ahead of him among big men in 
points per drive, and only Bosh and Green 
topped him in points per isolation chance. 

Dig into just about any specific complex 
shot classification—layup off a cut, “shake 
and rise’—and one thing stands out: Towns 
is often in the upper echelon in conversion, 
but his attempts present a far higher degree 
of difficulty than those of his counterparts. 
This phenomenon isn’t completely un- 
heard of for a rookie on a young team, but 
it also prompts the question: How good can 
this guy be? 


FRUSTRATION TURNS TO fwel for Towns in the 

Sourth quarter as the Wolves relinquish the 
lead after a 7-2 Portland run. He follows his 

third straight miss—a galloping hook shot 

in the lane after bouncing off Ed Davis— 

with a strong putback to tie the game at 79 

with 9:33 remaining in regulation. And 

with that, the clinic is on. He calmly sets up 

Sor a dribble jumper at the top of the circle 
with eight minutes left. Then it’s a muscular 

running hook while being bodied up by a 

couple of defenders who converge as he rolls 

to the rim. Wolves by four with just over 

seven minutes to go. 
Towns has a debonair dance partner in 


Rubio, and the two perform pick-and-pop 
waltz to perfection, with Towns draining 
another shot from the top of the circle offa 
perfect pocket pass to make it 92-89 just 
inside of six minutes. And now, with the 
pop working, Rubio and Towns unfurl the 
roll. Rubio streaks with the ball down the 
right side of the lane. Towns rumbles down 
with him and catches the lob like a tight 
end. As he does, a gang of Trail Blazers de- 
scends on him. Pinned against the baseline 
by Portland center Mason Plumlee, Towns 
peers down the floor and sees :09 on the shot 
clock. He gathers himself, backs out of the 
parking spot with afew dribbles, then posts 
again before turning middle on a post-up 


DEEP THREAT 


Towns ranks first 

all time in 3PT% 
among rookie bigs 
who attempted at 
least one 3 per game. 


and elevating for a hook over his left shoul- 
der that falls through. We’re inside of five 
minutes, and Minnesota has stretched the 
lead to seven. 


THE STAIN OF barbecue sauce on the carpet 
of Amy Moyer’s office serves as one of 
Towns’ many enduring contributions to St. 
Joseph High School. 

Guidance counselor Moyer, in whose of- 
fice Towns frequently took his lunch, used 
to plead with the teenage Towns to take his 
lunch to the school cafeteria. She was 
charmed by his company but felt he’d be 
better served by socializing for an hour. 
Towns, though, had trouble folding his near 


7-foot body into the cafeteria benches and 
was wary of the lunchroom scene. 

“Everybody gawks at me,” he told Moyer. 
“Everybody’s looking at me, everybody's 
wanting to be my friend. I don’t get that in 
here. I can hang out and be myself and relax 
and not have everybody staring at me.” 

Asked now, Towns denies any self-con- 
sciousness in high school, but Moyer de- 
scribes a kid who wanted affection to be 
authentic, one who never sought popularity 
or the mantle of Big Man on Campus. 

And so it was that during his second year 
at St. Joseph, Towns would hide out with 
Moyer. One day he brought a box of chick- 
en nuggets and a tub of sauce and plopped 
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TOWNS IS THE 
EVOLUTIONARY 
REALIZATION 
OF THE BIG 
MAN AT THE 
MOMENT THE 
LEAGUE’S 
HISTORICAL 
TRENDS ARE 
CONVERGING. 


TALL BALL A 


down opposite Moyer at her desk. It was a 
tight fit for his oversized frame, but the 
smaller space of the office appealed to his 
desire for anonymity. Towns typically has 
a soft touch, but on this day he bricked the 
nugget dunk, sending a hard rain of barbe- 
cue sauce all over the office. For whatever 
reason, Moyer never had the stain re- 
moved. “Every day it reminds me that Karl 
was here,” Moyer says. 

Karl-Anthony Towns, as always, leaving 
his mark. 


APPROACHING THE FINAL stretch in Port- 
land, Towns drains six consecutive shots— 
allofthem ina nip-and-tuck game against 
a playoff team on its home floor. And now, 
trailing by one, the Wolves will have a 
chance to win with three and a half seconds 
remaining in the game. 

Out of a timeout, the rangy Tayshaun 
Prince—another of the oldster mentors who 
has lent Yoda-ish wisdom to the rookie— 
takes the inbound on the far sideline and 
passes to Towns on the right block. 

Aminu is draped all over Towns, his right 
arm extending horizontally to poke the ball 
away and his left reaching vertically to alter 
any shot attempt, because undoubtedly one 
is coming in the next three seconds. 

As the ball reaches Towns’ hands on the 
right block, there’s no hesitation. He catches 
it cleanly: 3.5 seconds left. Then it’s a ptvot 
and a long, sweeping drop step toward the 
baseline: 2.9 seconds left. He elevates, kick- 
ing both feet behind him, but he’s by no 
means above or even near the rim. He’s look- 
ing for space, not height, the angle that can 
accommodate the soft flick of his wrist. 
Towns releases a lurching, high-arching 
baseline hook: 2.5 seconds left. And as it 
drops through—1.8 seconds left—he turns 
his back to the basket and clenches his fists. 

Says Towns, ‘Tknew it was going in before 
we left the huddle.” @ 


Second Spectrum contributed to this article. 
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Planes, trains, automobiles and ... roller coasters? The world is just not 
ridiculously big shoes, we offered confidentiality to 66 NBA players who 


What is the best thing about “I CAN’T 
being tall? IMAGINE 


MOST POPULAR ANSWER 25% BEING BELOW 
EVERYONE AND 


PLAYING = 
WHAT’S GOING 


ON. THAT’D BE 


BASKETBALL 


Standing out/getting attention 19% SUGEn -— 
Seeing over people 19% 

cists: ELAR Se ain Tae 
What is the worst thing DOORWAY 
about being tall? WHEN YOU'RE 
MOST POPULAR ANSWER 26% TALL. YOU GET 


USED TO IT... 
HITTING MY HEAD ieee Winie 
A LOT.” 
ON DOORWAYS 7-1 NBA PLAYER 4 


Traveling in cars and airplanes 24% 
Finding clothes that fit 17% 


—— 
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built for the extremely tall, lament those longest of limb. “I couldn’t get on the Batman ride at Six Flags!” one 6-foot-9 baller says. So to walk a mile in their 
measure 6-8 and up in exchange for their honest takes on what it means to be the tallest guy in the room.* Here’s the weather report from way up there. 


When you chose basketball 


“REFS LOVE THE 


Would you change 


“IT WAS AWFUL 


Does your height affect your 


as a Career, what percent SMALLER sports if your height GROWING UP .. self-confidence positively, 
was due to your enjoyment of GUYS. IT’S A were different? BUT AS YOU negatively or not at all? 
the game, versus your size? | REAL THING." | veg 42% NO 58% BET INTO REAT | POSITIVELY 63% 
% EASTERN LIFE, THE 
MAU Be CONFERENCE If so, what would it be? TALLER YOU NEGATIVELY 0% 
FOR LOVE OF Eee pera MOST POPULAR ANSWER 30% ARE, THE More | NOTATALLS/% 
ee Vii Ger eer 
THE GAME PRAISE.” Do you think you are subject 
STANDING : ‘ 
5 BEHIND EASTERN to more emotional and/or 
i SOMEONE IN Te le PE ae, a CONFERENCE verbal mistreatment 
Do you think you get fewer cMUBOTRLE Outside of the basketball beat because of your size? 


calls from referees because 
of your size? 


THEY KIND OF 


arena, do you sense that 
people feel threatened by 


“I GOT A SHIRT 


YES 27% NO 73% 


PARE A CURUEE THAT SAID, ears 
YES 56% NO 44% AT ME AND you because of your size? ‘IT AM 7-1, How often do people ask you 
Rae ones eet THEY'RE LIKE, YES 52% NO 48% YES, I PLAY how tall you are? 

Would you change your ‘OH GOSH.’ AE UR Ea eae aes BASKETBALL.’ MOST POPULAR ANSWER 60% 
position if your height were THEY SCOOT Do you feel more prone to AND ON THE 

different? FORWARD. injury due to your size? BACK, IT SAID, EVERY DAY 
YES 61% NO39% THAT LETS YES 33% NO67% ‘LEAVE ME 

If so, what would it be? YOU KNOW.” : ALONE.” Does the question 

MOST POPULAR ANSWER 61% ereuaWhe Do you fear long-term health See aital annoy you? 


POINT GUARD 


*Not all players answered every question. Percentages are rounded. 


issues due to your size? 


YES 19% NO 81% 


DRAFT PICK > 


YES 46% NO 04% 


Reporting by Malika Andrews, Ben Arledge, Anna Katherine Clemmons, Dan Friedell, Nick Friedell, Charlotte Gibson, Hallie Grossman, Andrew Han, Baxter Holmes, Amber Kountz, Tim MacMahon, Dave McMenamin, 
Doug Mittler, Sean Morrison, Anthony Olivieri, Max Tyler, Justin Verrier, Calvin Watkins, Michael C. Wright and Royce Young 
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Delle Donne makes her body into a C-shape—no bigger, an end pa- 
renthesis—as she hunches over a workbench whose tabletop hits her 
midthigh at best. She’s in her garage on her parents’ rolling-hills 
estate in Delaware, and she’s been tasked with holding a clamp steady 
while her fiancée, Amanda Clifton, uses wood glue and a nail gun to 
affix a small plank of wood to a greater wooden canvas. They're mak- 
inga piece of wall art, one of the 30 orders they ve received from fans 
or woodworking connoisseurs since they Instagrammed their first 
project, a coffee table. Amanda does most of the design and cutting 
work. Elena’s duties are more in line with this clamp work. “It’s be- 
cause she’s so strong,’ Amanda says. Elena moves her legs into a 


sturdy stance and screws the clamp in steady. 

This is how she uses her monolith, her Statue of Liberty of a body, 
in the offseason. There are no months for the remarkably versatile 
forward-guard, just a season and an offseason. During her time off, 
which this year began after her Chicago Sky lost in the semifinals of 
the WNBA playoffs (she sat out because of a thumb injury and sub- 
sequent surgery), Delle Donne and Amanda hightail it out of 
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ELITE COMPANY 


Delle Donne led the WNBA in 
player efficiency rating during her 
MVP 2015 season (32.7) and ranks 
second all time in career PER. 


TALL BALL (ff 


Chicago and back to the estate. They live 
there in a rustic-decorated apartment be- 
neath what is known as the barn, a vast and 
high-ceilinged structure that hosts family 
get-togethers. In their apartmentis the first 
dining room table they ever made, about a 
year ago. When Elena posted it to Insta- 
gram, the comments section went nuts with 
compliments and people asking if they 
could order one. That’s when Elena and 
Amanda knew. Elena has always wanted to 
have a plan for a business post-basketball 
that wasn’t about basketball, that wasn’t 
about being 6-foot-5. This seemed like it 
could be it. 

It’s not that she doesn’t like being tall. Her 
height is part of her success, which includes 
an MVP title in 2015. Because of the extreme 


During her 
offseason from 
the Chicago Sky, 
Delle Donne 
plays around at 
her family home 
in Delaware. 


nature of her height, she had to sort through 
her feelings about it a long time ago. But the 
weird thing about personal growth is that 
nobody cares how examined and at peace 
you are. A while back, Delle Donne was at a 
grocery store in Chicago and a guy said, 
“You're tall.” She never understands that— 
the people who just tell her what is obvious, 
as if she doesn’t know, as if that’s not what 
everyone says. He asked if she played basket- 
ball. “A little,” she answered. And he started 
telling her about Elena Delle Donne, the 
greatest of all the women basketball players, 
the WNBA MVP, that she should try to meet 
her because maybe together they could do 
some great things. Delle Donne wondered 
whether he was messing with her, then de- 
cided he wasn’t, and so she just nodded and 
let him speak. 

She is accustomed to this. She’s been 6-5 
for a long time—by eighth grade she was 
already 6 feet—and one of the things she 
learned from standing out so egregiously is 
that people are watching and the best bet is 
just to behave. People sometimes think she’s 
bland—I was warned she was a boring in- 
terview—but it’s not true. What’s true is that 
she has learned to stay quiet. She’s learned 
that people aren’t really interested in the 
truth of your experience if it doesn’t confirm 
their theories about you. They don’t under- 
stand what it’s like when you present with 
something special, like height or ability—or 
both, in her case—how your future is de- 


cided for you long before you’ve had a mo- 
ment to consider it. They don’t understand 
how you could spend the rest of your life 
wondering if the choices that were made on 
your behalf were ones you would have come 
around to on your own. 


INHER FIRST memory, Elena is 3, and she is 
sucking on her pacifier on a trip to the mar- 
ket with her mother, and people are saying 
to her mother that an 8-year-old shouldn't 
be sucking on a pacifier. When she was in 
fourth or fifth grade, a doctor told her 
mother that Elena was getting too tall, that 
he wanted to start her on injections to 
stunt her growth. Her mother wasn’t hav- 
ing it, but it was too late: Elena left that 
appointment feeling there was something 
wrong with her. Her mother had a hard 
time finding clothes for her. She had to 
special-order her size 12 shoes. 

It was hard to find people in the culture 
who were as tall as she was to give her a 
sense of the impressions she made. There's 
the tall that models are. That’s acceptable. 
“But then there’s the other tall,” Delle Donne 
explains while sitting in a large, tapestried 
company chair in her living room. “Like 
you're a monster.” Her worst day at school 
happened in third grade when students had 
to measure themselves on a length of paper 
for a science project. Her paper, when hung 
up, went down the wall and across the floor. 
She was humiliated. 

Her self-consciousness doubled as she 
came of age and realized she didn’t just 
have a body—she had a body that could do 
a great many things that the body of her 
older sister, Lizzie, couldn’t. Lizzie was 
born blind and deaf, with cerebral palsy and 
autism and no ability to speak, and from an 
early age Elena understood that not every- 
thing was OK with her sister. She remem- 
bers lying with her body pressed up against 
Lizzie’s, communicating with her in a way 
that was wordless and soothing. She re- 
members going to physical therapy with her 
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Delle Donne 
stands 

6-foot-5. The 
average U.S. 
woman? 5-4, 
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sister and jumping around on the equip- 
ment. She remembers looking over at her 
mother and the therapist stretching out 
Lizzie’s legs. Then she remembers a friend 
who was visiting on a playdate and who had 
to leave because she was so frightened of 
Lizzie. Elena wasn’t ashamed, though. She 
was mad. She also felt guilty. She wasn’t just 


“THERE ARE TIMES 
I’M LIKE, IF I 

COULD JUST TURN 
IT DOWN TO LIKE 


night, quietly. She waited until her room- 
mate, who was also a basketball player, fell 
asleep. She had a friend from home pick her 
up. By the time she arrived at her parents’ 
house in Delaware, it was 7 a.m. and pour- 
ing. Her mother opened the door and said, 
“What are you doing here?” And Elena was 
crying too hard to explain. 


6-FOOT RIGHT 
NOW AND GO TO 
THIS CONCERT... 
THAT WOULD BE 
REALLY NICE.” 
ELENA DELLE DONNE 


able-bodied and strong. No, she was on her 
way, even at that age, to becoming Elena 
Delle Donne, top recruit, WNBA MVP, su- 
perstar. Why was it fair that Lizzie had no 
control over her body, and she couldn’t 
speak or hear or see, and Elena was Elena? 

She doesn’t remember why she started 
playing basketball. It was either because she 


“1 ALWAYS FELT like I was kind of following 
the path everybody told me to go on and that 
Ineeded to do,” Delle Donne says now, as it 
starts to rain outside her apartment. “And I 
think that’s why I went through burnout 
and went through what I did, because fi- 
nally I was like, well, what do I want to do? 


came from an athletic family—her father, a 
real estate developer who stands 6-6, played 
college golf, and her brother played college 
football—or because of the tide of inertia 
and that she didn’t yet know to question her 
trajectory. People would say to her, “You're 
not going to waste that height and talent, 
are you?” And she'd think to herself, “It’s not 
a waste. I can do other things, you know.” 
But she wouldn't say it aloud. 

“Tt’s such a gender thing,” Delle Donne 
says. “Like being put right into a box and 
that’s what you have to do.” Men might be 
heralded into basketball when they're tall, 
but with a woman, there’s a general sense 
that she has to play basketball because what 
the hell else is she going to do? “You have to 
be either a basketball player or a volleyball 
player,’ Delle Donne says. Fighting the tide 
will do you no good, because at that point 
youre not just tall, you’re female, and there 
is something about the audacious act of be- 
ing female that makes people who encoun- 
ter you on the street, the same ones who say 
“How’s the weather up there?”—like you've 
never heard that one before—think you are 
looking for their opinion. 

At her high school, Ursuline Academy in 
Wilmington, Delaware, she led her team to 
three straight state championships and was 
named an All-American. She was also the 


HE 


state Gatorade Player of the Year in 2005, 
2006 and 2008. She was the top-rated re- 
cruit in 2008, her senior year. She chose 
UConn, of course. UConn is where you go 
when youre astar. But something felt rotten 
from the minute she signed. She thought 
maybe it was nerves, but it didn’t dissipate. 

She began school in June, and on the first 
night, the basketball team had a pickup 
game. Delle Donne played, but all she was 
thinking was, “God, I don’t want to do this.” 
Were inside her apartment now, and her 
Great Dane, Wrigley, who is nearly her 
height, is on his hind legs, pushing up 
against her. “Like, this is pickup. Pickup’s 
fun. This is supposed to be when the team’s 
just having a blast, getting along, playing 
basketball. And every time I stepped on the 
court it was nauseating.” 

The next day, she calmly went through 
her classes. Her English teacher talked 
about a paper they'd have to write and she 
realized there was no reason to take notes; 
she wouldn’t be writing that paper. She 
wouldn’t even be around for the next class. 

Delle Donne left in the middle of the 


Let me step back. Do I really want to do this, 
or do I want to be something else?” 

Her coach, Geno Auriemma, called im- 
mediately. He told her mother to bring 
Elena back to school. He’d seen this be- 
fore—homesickness, nerves. But Elena’s 
mother knew something about this was dif- 
ferent. “I can see it in her face,” she told him. 

They were in for one awkward summer. 
The Auriemmas and the Delle Donnes had 
vacation homes in Avalon, on the Jersey 
shore. One afternoon, Elena rode her bike 
the few blocks to the coach’s house. They sat 
and talked for hours. He suggested she 
come back to school, no basketball. She 
stuck with her no. Auriemma seemed sad. 
“He thought my dreams were to be the 
greatest basketball player to ever walk the 
planet and to win championships,’ she says. 
“But that just wasn’t my dream at that time.” 
Auriemma’s wife, Kathy, who had overheard 
the whole conversation, finally came in. She 
said, “Geno, she’s not going to play for you. 
Let her go home.” 

Auriemma had been so eager to coach 
her. “It’s very rare to find someone who is 
that tall and can handle the ball, pass the 
ball, shoot it like she does,” he tells me. Can 
you blame him for being upset about losing 
a player with those abilities? The way she’d 
linger in the air while taking a 3-point shot, 
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the way she’d cut and glide around the floor. 
“Those are all things that when she was in 
high school you didn’t see much of,’ he says. 
“This feeling that someone like her comes 
along once in a great while. People had not 
seen this in the past.” 

Delle Donne spent the rest of her summer 
ignoring the rumors about what was 
wrong—that she was pregnant, that she was 
sick, that she was on drugs. She spent her 
time with Lizzie, who doesn’t know that 
Elena plays basketball and who had no 
questions about her motivations. 

That summer of 2008, one more thing 
happened that would change the course of 
Elena’s life. She began getting terrible mi- 


THE LONG AND 
SHORT OF IT 


Players’ average 
height has held 
steady at 6-0 over 
the WNBA’s two 


decades. But like 
any average, there 
are extremes. 


CURRENT TALLEST: 
BRITTNEY GRINER 
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graines, and her muscles ached so much she 
couldn’t get out of bed. One doctor sug- 
gested it was mono; others thought it was 
depression that was either the impetus for 
or the culmination of her dropping out of 
UConn. Her mother took her for some 
blood work. She had Lyme disease. A tick, 
a bug that tops out at 10 millimeters, felled 
6-5 Delle Donne, which is as stark a lesson 
on size as we have here. 

She went on antibiotics for 20 days, then 
said she felt fine, unaware that she was suf- 
fering from a chronic illness. 

A few days after her talk with Auriemma, 
she enrolled at Delaware, less than 30 min- 
utes from home and less than 30 minutes 


CURRENT SHORTEST: 
LEITLANI MITCHELL 


from Lizzie. Safely matriculated in a not- 
very-basketball school, she joined the vol- 
leyball team, which might have been her 
first clue that, yes, she did choose sports, 
that, yes, it was in her. She began to relax 
into this new life, to understand that she 
was a mind and a soul, not just a body that 
found its way onto a basketball court out of 
a sense of might-as-well. 

But she kept remembering one moment 
over the summer. She had gone to visit 
Lizzie at her school, and a woman named 
Dawn came to greet her. Dawn was a bas- 
ketball fan with cerebral palsy who used a 
wheelchair. She said, “Elena, do everything 
you can with your abilities, just like we do.” 

Delle Donne soon found herself in the 
back corner of the arena at Delaware, ask- 
ing her friend Meghan McLean if she had 
the keys to the gym. She wanted to test out 
atheory she was developing, that maybe she 
could return to basketball as her choice, 
that maybe she would have loved the game 
had she not been delivered to it as an inevi- 
tability. Volleyball was great, but basketball. 
She loved how fast it was, how you had to 
think in the moment and calculate risk 
against the possibilities that lay ahead of 
you. She loved the way the defense could 
interrupt plans. She liked what she calls the 
“constant reacting.” As she took shot after 
shot in the gym that night, she realized that 
in the back of her mind, she was already re- 
hearsing the talk she was going to have to 
have with her volleyball coach. 


ELENA MET AMANDA in 2013, during Elena's 
rookie season. Amanda, who's 5-7, played 
some college ball, but when they met, she was 
working for Lids. They'd been set up through 
afriend, and it didn’t work out, but then after 
acouple ofrun-ins at the dog park—Amanda 
has asmaller mutt named Rasta—they began 
to send flirtatious emojis to each other. This 
summer they got engaged. First Amanda 
asked Elena on the beach, tying the ring 
around Wrigley’s collar. Then Elena asked 
Amanda on the rooftop of their condo in Chi- 
cago over an elaborately prepared menu fea- 
turing foods from all the places they'd been, 
and having wedged Rasta into a doggie wed- 
ding gown. Their dogs mirror their owners’ 
personalities in a bizarrely on-the-nose way: 
Wrigley is affectionate, quiet and warm; 
Rasta is having none of it. Elena says it’s not 
that Amanda is standoffish; it’s that she has 
“resting bitch face.” Over lunch in town, 
Amanda looks down at her soup and shrugs 
in agreement. 

Amanda runs Elena’s camps, which are 
usually one day and inclusive—special- 
needs kids, able-bodied kids who are gener- 
ally not headed toward a sports career. That 
is maybe the ur-Elena Delle Donne lesson, 
even if it’s not acknowledged, that a love of 
sports doesn’t have to be a career choice. It 
could be, but it could also not be, and who 
is to say which is better? 

Her Lyme disease has flared up a few 
times since her initial diagnosis. It struck 
her as a sophomore at Delaware in 2010, 


AAS ON . 


and she couldn’t even hold her arms up. She 
rode the bench, embarrassed that she 
couldn't play and yet didn’t know why. Then 
someone who knew an uncle of hers read 
about her in the paper and told her uncle it 
sounded like Lyme. Elena found a Lyme 
specialist and is now on a strict regimen, 
taking dozens of supplements a day and try- 
ing to bat off recurrences, like the one two 
years ago that caused her to miss 18 of the 
34 games that season. 

This summer she reunited with Auriem- 
ma when she played for the national team 
at the Olympics in Rio, winning a gold. 
There was no grudge. Auriemma saw how 
much she’d learned in the time since they'd 
last been in touch. “She was a very difficult 
matchup for any player on any other team,” 
he says. “If you put in someone who is 6-5, 
they’re probably not quick enough. If you 
put in someone quick or a guard, she’s too 
big and shoots right over you. Once we got 
her to be a better defender and work just as 
hard there as on offense, she became invalu- 
able to the Olympic team.” For her, Rio was 
amazing. She was used to being the star, but 
now, surrounded by equals, basketball be- 
came about basketball again. She says it was 
the “most beautiful basketball I’ve ever 
played in my life.” 


WHEN DELLE DONNE is discussed in the me- 
dia, she is often compared with LeBron 
James and Kevin Durant, and she has mixed 
feelings about that. How could you quibble 


Delle Donne enjoys 
her family time, 
hanging out with 
fiancée Amanda 
Clifton and 

sister Lizzie. 


with being compared to those guys, and yet, 
she’s a woman, she has more finesse than 
LeBron, and there are women to compare 
her with that would get the point across— 
Candace Parker, Sheryl Swoopes. But in this 
world and in this body, there is no greater 
height than LeBron, so she'll take it, she 
guesses, but she also hopes she can be part 
of a tide in which the woman is the superla- 
tive example for the other woman, that one 
day the world will find it acceptable to host 
a body like hers that isn’t a man’s. 

There’s maybe some movement in that 
regard. Nike will soon release her first sig- 
nature shoe. She was recently featured in 
Vogue, where she was put in a dress and 
made to stand on her basketball court, lest 
the reader not understand the context for 
including a woman like her in its pages. 
She's no longer ambivalent about her height. 
She loves it, though the conspicuousness 
now that she’s famous has added a new 
layer. “There are times I’m like, if I could just 
turn it down to like 6-foot right now and go 
to this concert and just have fun and have 
no one know who I am, put a hat on, that 
would be really nice.” She smiles with sad 
eyes as the TV plays on mute in the back- 
ground. “But it doesn’t happen that way. You 
can’t change it.” 

The rain stops, and we return to the ga- 
rage. Even the table in her own garage isn’t 
built to accommodate her height. But she 
likes the woodwork—it quiets her mind the 
way Lizzie does, the way basketball does. 
Once she and Amandastart a table, they go 
for it, working ’til 2 in the morning, blasting 
Florence and the Machine. It gives Delle 
Donne a focus and it gives her a product. 
More than that, it gives her a way to one day 
leave pro sports without being someone 
who is always just a former athlete. It’s ajob 
that anyone could do, no matter how short 
or how tall. So Elena Delle Donne stands 
over that workbench and she deploys the 
gifts she didn’t choose in order to have the 
life she ultimately did. G 
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The world is getting bigger, and so are 
its athletes. We asked eight of the 
tallest today how their stature plays 
to their advantage-and what cuts 
them down to size. 


AVERAGE SHORTEST TALLEST 
6-2 5-6 6-3 


Darren Sproles [PHI] Cornelius Lucas [DET) 
Jacquizz Rodgers [TB] Alejandro Villanueva [P!T] 
King Dunlap (SD) 
Demar Dotson (78) 
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“HEIGHT GIVES YOU NATURAL LEVERAGE. 
IF I’M LOWER THAN THE GUY IN FRONT 
OF ME, I’M GOING TO WIN. IF I’M HIGH, 
HE’D BE ABLE TO GET UNDERNEATH ME 
AND DRIVE ME BACK.” 


CALAIS CAMPBELL 


Defensive tackle, 6-8, 
Arizona Cardinals 


NFL players have not 
only gotten taller, 


they ve gained an 
average of 56 pounds 
since 1920. 
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“IN THE OUTFIELD, IT TAKES ME THREE Neer 


STRIDES TO GET IN THE GAP. IF I . @ 
WANT TO ROB A HOME RUN, I JUST ate 
HAVE TO GET TO THE WALL.” 


AARON JUDGE 


Outfielder, 6-7, 
New York Yankees 
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Players like Altuve 


prove height isn't 
everything, but MLBers 
are still 4 inches taller 
than in 1880. 


5-6 


1880- 1885- 1890- 1895- 1900- 1905- 1910- 1915- 1920- 1925- 1930- 1935- 1940- 1945- 1950- 1955- 1960- 1965- 1970- 1975- 1980- 1985- 1990- 1995- 2000- 2005- 2010- 2015- 
84 «88g 54 4 79 84 89 94 


94 39 O04 O89 14 19 24 2g 34 39 «44 


- BIMNASTICS 


AVERAGE 2016 SHORTEST TALLEST 
OLYMPIC 
WOMEN’S EVENT 4-8 > 5-6 


MEDALIST » 5-2 


Simone Biles [USA] Sophie Scheder (GER} 


“ONE OF MY FAVORITE SKILLS ISA 
DOUBLE LAYOUT ON BARS. IT BECAME 

A STRUGGLE [AFTER MY GROWTH SPURT*] 
BECAUSE ROTATING MY BODY STRAIGHT 
OUT AT 5-7, ALL THE WAY AROUND 

TWICE, IS MUCH MORE DIFFICULT.” 


KYLA-ROSS, 5-7 
2012 Olympic gold medalist, currently competing for UCLA 


5S 64 69 7 sg O4 29 14 16 


AVERAGE SHORTEST TALLEST 
HEAVYWEIGHT 


> 5-10 »7-0 
> 6-3 


Mark Hunt Stefan Struve 


“YOU CAN TAKE ONE STEP BACK AND 

[YOUR OPPONENT] HAS TO TAKE TWO STEPS 
FORWARD TO BE ABLE TO HIT YOU. IF 

YOU HAVE THE WEAPONS A TALL FIGHTER 
NEEDS-FRONT KICKS, RANGY PUNCHES- 

IT CAN BE A REAL PROBLEM FOR EVERYBODY.” 
STEFAN STRUVE, 7-0 

UFC heavyweight fighter, 32-8 
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FOR THE SEASON 


YETI Mb 


The Hopper Flip™ 12 is YETI's leak- 
proof, tough-as-nails, carry-the- 
day cooler. It's extremely portable, 
overengineered and keeps ice for 
days on any adventure. $279.99. 


Yeti.com 
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WEATHERTECH ¥ 


The WeatherTech® FloorLiner™ accurately and completely 
lines the interior carpet, giving “absolute interior protection!” 
The WeatherTech® FloorLiner™ provides a custom-fit solution 
to spills, debris, tracked-in weather and more. 


WeatherTech.com 
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KLEIN 


Exhilarating. Distinctive. Classic. 
ETERNITY for men fragrance 

by Calvin Klein reflects the spirit 
of today’s man, with traditional, 
timeless values. This refreshing 
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masculine with a cool, crisp edge 
and a warm, woodsy trail. 


eau de toilette spray 


vaporisoteur 


Calvin Klein Available at Macys.com 


woody aromatic scent is distinctly 
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Like the global nomads who inspired it, this collection is at home 
anywhere. City styling balanced by an edgy outdoor influence, 
it’s the best of all worlds. 


keenfootwear.com/citizen-keen 
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WOMENS GOL 


se << <a “LONGER ARMS MEANS MORE 
LEVERAGE AND SPEED, BUT IT’S 
HARDER TO HIT CONSISTENT SHOTS. 


SPECIAL ADVERTISEMENT 


@ 
RUMCHATA 9Y 


RumChata is the world’s best party starter. Everyone loves the 
smooth taste of RumChata, and it mixes with everything! Visit 
RumChata.com for more than 100 recipes! 


RumChata.com ty) 
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SKITTLES @ 
It's not whether you win or lose, it’s who has more Skittles candy. Run Cuata 


WIN THE RAINBOW. TASTE THE RAINBOW.” ae 


Skittles.com 


TALL BALL 


“I CAN PLAY A LITTLE 
DEEPER AND THEN GO 
POST TO POST WITH 
MY LEGS A LOT 
EASIER. LESS AREA 
TO MOVE. I CAN LOOK 
OVER THE GUY IN 
FRONT OF ME TOO.” 


BEN BISHOP 


Goaltender, 6-7, 
Tampa Bay Lightning 


AVERAGE SHORTEST TALLEST 


6-1 5-7 
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AVERAGE SPRINT SHORTEST TALLEST 
CUP DRIVER 


> 5-2 » 6-5 
> 5-10 


Danica Patrick Michael Waltrip 


_ “THE BIGGEST CHALLENGE IS 

tan GETTING IN AND OUT OF THE CAR. 
; THE FIRST THING I CHECK IS 
WHERE MY HEAD IS. IN A CRASH, 
YOU DON’T WANT YOUR HEAD 
BANGING AGAINST THE ROLL BARS 
OR THE ROOF.” 


ELLIOTT SADLER, 6-4 
435 career Sprint Cup starts, end in Xfinity Series* 


AVERAGE HEIGHT OF 
NHL PLAYER 


AVERAGE HEIGHT OF 18-YEAR-OLD 
AMERICAN MALE 


24 29 34 39 44 49 54 59 64 


1920- 1925- 1930- 1935- 1940- 1945- 1950- 1955- 1960- 1965- 


AVERAGE SHORTEST TALLEST 
» 5-11 p5-2 » 6-7 


aee 


Cristian Techera st a 
(VAN] 

Joao Plata Se saat 

(RSL) (NYC} 


“WHEN I REALIZED I WAS GOING 
TO BE TALL, I STARTED WORKING 
ON MY FOOTWORK AND BODY 
POSITIONING. BUT IT TAKES TIME 
TO LEARN HOW TO USE YOUR 
BODY TO YOUR BEST ADVANTAGE.” 
AXEL SJOBERG, 6-7 


Defender 


The NHL player 
peaked in height and 
weight (6-1, 204 
pounds) between 


2000 and 2004. 


- 1975- 1980- 1985- 1990- 1995- 2000- 2005- 2010- 2015- 
79 84 89 94 99 04 og 14 16 


11.28.2016 ESPN 65 


From left: With 
Marques Bolden 
and Harry Giles 
hurt, Duke can turn 
to Chase Jeter. 
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COLLECTION 


Mike Krzyzewski has stockpiled giants 
at every position. How will that play 


in a program that’s thrived on small ball? 
BY JORDAN BRENNER 


PHOTO ILLUSTRATION BY GLUEKIT 
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YIU FRESHMEN: 


Sophomores too! We've got to quit being 
little kids!” Mike Krzyzewski has seen 
enough. His team, the favorite to take the 
national championship, with a freshman 
class that includes four of the nation’s top 
16 recruits, is setting weak screens and 
missing block-outs. Worse, the players are 
failing to talk to one another, as deadly asin 
as you'll find in the Gospel of K. So at a 
practice one month before the season, 
Krzyzewski calls his players the only thing 
that seems appropriate: little kids. 

It is also the one label that doesn’t apply. 
Because while the Blue Devils have an abun- 
dance of young talent, there is nothing little 
about them. 

As his players watch, Krzyzewski orders 
6-foot-10 sophomore Chase Jeter to flip his 
jersey from white to blue and motions for 
6-10 freshman Javin DeLaurier to take 
Jeter’s place with the starters. When 6-11 
freshman Marques Bolden fails to prevent 
an offensive rebound, he joins Jeter in blue 
while 6-7 Jack White slides to the first unit. 
Amile Jefferson, Duke’s 6-9 senior captain, 
barks at his teammates to show some fire. 
And looking on from a folding chair, his left 
knee elevated and wrapped, healing from 
an arthroscopic procedure, is the nation’s 
top recruit, 6-10 freshman Harry Giles. 

In fact, according to ESPN Stats & Infor- 
mation, the Blue Devils have never fielded 
such a giant squad: Nine of Duke’s players 
are 6-8 or taller. “Few teams in the last 10 


mulling spices 
narifho 70 cold brew 
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Available this holiday. Only at Starbucks. 


Mulling spice flavors from our mulled spice syrup. 
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MEASURING UP 


If you’re reading this, 
there’s a good chance 
Duke’s big men (Bolden at 
6-11, Giles and Jeter at 
6-10) are taller than you. 


years have had that blend of size, depth, 
experience and NBA first-round talent,” an 
ACC assistant says. Adds an NBA executive 
who attended Duke’s pro day in late Octo- 
ber: “It’s kind of crazy. I’ve rarely seen this 
much size and talent on one college team.” 

Question is, what will Coach K do with 
all of it? 


DUKE BASKETBALL IS known for many 
things. Size and depth are not two of them. 
Two years ago, Duke won the national 
championship with only eight scholarship 
players. The 2015-16 squad often rotated 
just six men. Meanwhile, last decade, the 
Blue Devils went through a stretch in which 
they missed on the majority of the big men 
they recruited. Brandan Wright, Blake Grif- 
fin, Patrick Patterson, Greg Monroe—they 
all spurned Duke for other programs. Fora 
time, Duke played and even excelled with 
four-guard lineups and NBA wings mas- 
querading as centers—think Kyle Singler 
and Lance Thomas. 

So when associate head coach Jeff Capel 
returned to his alma mater in 2011, he dis- 
covered a recruiting landscape rife with 
negative stereotypes about how Duke han- 
dled bigs. Rival coaches would tell prospects 
that Duke catered to guards, that big men 
would spend four years setting screens. 
“Scare tactics,” Capel says. 

Krzyzewski needed an example he could 
reference in real time, and in 2012-13, 6-11 
Mason Plumlee became that guy, averaging 
17.1 points and 9.9 rebounds and earning 
the Pete Newell Award as the nation’s best 
big man. 

Then came 6-11 Jahlil Okafor, who funda- 
mentally changed the conversation. When 
Duke landed him before the 2014-15 season, 
Krzyzewski built an attack centered on Oka- 
for’s array of low-post moves and preter- 
natural ability to pass out of double-teams. 
The result was the nation’s third-most effi- 
cient offense, according to kenpom.com, a 
national championship and a new message 


for hyped prospects: Duke was back in busi- 
ness for bigs. 

“Jah being here really set the tone for all 
the bigs that, like me, are coming through,” 
says Bolden, a McDonald’s All-American. 
“We saw how much they played through 
him.” 

Among the current freshmen, Giles was 
the big prize. Duke landed him last Novem- 
ber, and the North Carolina native and his 
close friend Jayson Tatum (himself 6-8) gave 
Coach K the top two players in the class of 
2016. But Duke wasn’t satisfied and kept 
chasing Bolden; the Blue Devils saw him as 
a true back-to-the-basket center with soft 
hands and advanced footwork. 

The massive Texan— Bolden weighs 250 
pounds and has a 7-6 wingspan—took his 
time deciding. He was fully aware of the 
size of Duke’s roster and could have 
stepped into a 30-minute, 15-shot role vir- 
tually anywhere else. But as the rest of the 
top recruits came off the board and the cal- 
endar turned to May, he opted to join 
Krzyzewski’s army of giants. 

“He saw a need, that there’s no one like 
him in our program,” Capel says. “And the 
recruiting class that we already had signed, 
the guys we had coming back, I think he 
wanted to be a part of something like that.” 
Adds Bolden: “I didn’t want to shy away 
from any competition. Anything worth hay- 
ing isn’t easy.” 


WHICH BRINGS US to Coach K’s dilemma: 
He has more bigs than he can possibly use— 
and a penchant for small ball. 

Duke is just as stacked on the perimeter. 
Grayson Allen is the preseason ACC player 
of the year. Tatum should bea top-five pick 
in next June’s NBA draft. Shooting guard 
Luke Kennard could be a 2,000-point scor- 
er if he plays four years at Duke. Freshman 
Frank Jackson, yet another McDonald’s All- 
American, is the closest thing Duke has toa 
point guard. And senior Matt Jones started 
on the 2014-15 national championship team. 


70 ESPN 11.28.2016 


GIANTS AMONG MEN 


Duke towers above the rest of the field this 
season. Here’s a look at the average height on 
the rosters of ESPN’s Top 25. 


DUKE 


KANSAS 


KENTUCKY 


VILLANOVA 


LOUISVILLE 


NORTH CAROLINA 


VIRGINIA 


XAVIER 


ARIZONA 


OREGON 


CONNECTICUT 


WISCONSIN 


MICHIGAN STATE 


INDIANA 


NC STATE 


SAN DIEGO STATE 


GONZAGA 


SYRACUSE 


SAINT MARY’S 


FLORIDA 


PURDUE 


DAYTON 


WEST VIRGINIA 


UCLA 


BAYLOR 


6-4 6-5 6-6 6-7 6-8 


Heights courtesy ESPN Stats & Information. 
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Krzyzewski says Allen has “got to play 
30-something minutes a game.’ Even before 
Bolden got hurt, Coach K had already 
planned to use Tatum at the 4: spot in spurts. 
That would leave fewer than 80 total avail- 
able minutes for Duke’s bigs, a hefty portion 
of which will belong to Jefferson—the team’s 
vocal leader—and a healthy Giles. Do the 
math and it’s clear several players will be left 
out of the rotation entirely. 

But Krzyzewski isn’t worried about keep- 
ing people happy. He proves that at the lack- 
luster Friday practice. “I'll play five guys!” he 
shouts as his players look on, hands on hips. 
“I'm not gonna do the thing where everybody 
gets playing time.” His message evokes 
memories of Kentucky's team from two years 
ago. It too was loaded with size and talent, 
and coach John Calipari famously imple- 
mented a platoon system in the first part of 
the season, winning the first 38 games before 
losing to Wisconsin in the Final Four. That 
group is the best proxy for this Duke squad, 
but Krzyzewski isn’t Calipari and won’t 
spread minutes evenly. 

Now more than ever that type of crunch 
for playing time can lead to attrition in 
college basketball. And if history is any 
guide, Duke won’t begrudge anyone who 
departs: Since 2012 alone, the Blue Devils 
have lost six players. “Some guys stick it out. 
Some guys, if it’s not happening for them 
right away, they leave,” Capel says. “A kid 
has to make a choice of what he thinks he 
should do.” 

But if a big man chooses to stay, his resil- 
ience might be rewarded. Look at Jeter. He 
was the nation’s No. 11 recruit coming out of 
high school but played less than eight min- 
utes per game as a freshman last season. As 
Krzyzewski added more and more stars to 
this freshman class, no one could have 
blamed the 6-10 Jeter for bolting. Instead, 
he went to work. And with Giles recovering 
from his scoped knee and Bolden suffering 
a lower leg injury in November, Jeter 
opened the season as Duke’s top center. 


LAST 
SEASON 
v 


PROJECTED 
SEED* 
v 


TALL BALL 


NG TOP 25 


ill rule, but an influx of talent will help other elite squads 
ein March. ESPN Insider Jeff Goodman breaks it down. 


The keys this season will be point guard 
play-whether Frank Jackson can adjust to 
being more of a facilitator—and the health of 
PF Harry Giles, who has battled knee injuries. 


The Jayhawks’ hopes begin in the backcourt, 
with Frank Mason ITI and Devonte’ Graham, 
and carry over to the wing, where Josh 
Jackson will be a physical presence. 


This group should be so much fun to watch. 
PF Bam Adebayo could pull a double-double 
every night, G Malik Monk might go for 30 
and PG De’Aaron Fox is ridiculously fast. 


Three starters return-G Josh Hart, F Kris 
Jenkins and G Jalen Brunson-but freshman 
big man Omari Spellman wasn’t cleared by 
the NCAA. That will have an impact. 


Quentin Snider is back at point, and the 
wings are talented, with Donovan Mitchell, 
Deng Adel and freshman V.J. King. There’s no 
shortage of options up front either. 


Brice Johnson and Marcus Paige are gone, but 
starters G Joel Berry II, F Justin Jackson and 
F Kennedy Meeks return from last season’s 
team, which was within a basket of the title. 


Tony Bennett. Those two words have given 
the Cavaliers instant credibility. UVa is 
89-19 overall and 45-9 in ACC play over the 
past three years under him. 


Look for the duo of Edmond Sumner and 
Trevon Bluiett to ease the loss of James Farr 
and Jalen Reynolds up front. Xavier should 
challenge Villanova for Big East supremacy. 


Success hinges on G Allonzo Trier’s eligibility. 


The Wildcats brought in a talented freshman 
class that includes PG Kobi Simmons, but 
Trier is the team’s proven scorer. 


G Tyler Dorsey, F Chris Boucher and G Casey 
Benson are quality, but if F Dillon Brooks’ 
foot isn’t close to 100 percent, the Ducks 
aren’t close to the same team. 


11 CONNECTICUT 
LAST SEASON: 25-11 
PROJECTED SEED: 4 
12 WISCONSIN 
LAST SEASON: 22-13 
PROJECTED SEED: 3 
13 MICHIGAN STATE 
LAST SEASON: 29-6 
PROJECTED SEED: 3 
14 INDIANA 
LAST SEASON: 27-8 
PROJECTED SEED: 4 
15 NC STATE 

LAST SEASON: 16-17 
PROJECTED SEED: 9 
16 SAN DIEGO STATE 
LAST SEASON: 28-10 
PROJECTED SEED: 8 
17 GONZAGA 

LAST SEASON: 28-8 
PROJECTED SEED: 4 
18 SYRACUSE 

LAST SEASON: 23-14 
PROJECTED SEED: 6 


19 SAINT MARY’S 
LAST SEASON: 29-6 
PROJECTED SEED: 5 
20 FLORIDA 

LAST SEASON: 21-15 
PROJECTED SEED: 8 
21 PURDUE 

LAST SEASON: 26-9 
PROJECTED SEED: 4 
22 DAYTON 

LAST SEASON: 25-8 
PROJECTED SEED: 7 
23 WEST VIRGINIA 
LAST SEASON: 26-9 
PROJECTED SEED: 5 
24 UCLA 

LAST SEASON: 15-17 
PROJECTED SEED: 5 
25 BAYLOR 

LAST SEASON: 2e2-le 
PROJECTED SEED: 8 


*Preseason projected seeds courtesy ESPN’s Joe Lunardi. 
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“These guys are my teammates,” he says, 
“but we have to be willing to go between the 
lines every day and fight for a spot.” 

Duke has already seen how capricious a 
basketball season can be. It lost Tatum for 
two weeks during the preseason after he 
sprained his foot. Just as he was coming 
back, Bolden went down. Giles hasn’t played 
in a year, though he’s getting closer. Other 
issues will doubtlessly emerge, and yet 
Duke’s depth puts it in a unique position to 
absorb them. 

Krzyzewski will tinker with that depth, 
especially early, studying it to see which 
combinations work and might be effective 
come conference play, which prospects he 
can mold into cornerstones. Whether the 
lineup is big or small, Duke will press full- 


court more than it has in recent years since 
fatigue shouldn’t be an issue, and it has the 
length to play a stifling zone. Coach K, in 
other words, might prefer a style of play, but 
he’s not inflexible. “We could put some in- 
teresting lineups out on the court, and one 
of the cool things about Coach is he’s open 
to it,” Capel says. “He'll try things.” 


Surrounded 

by so much depth, 
Javin DeLaurier 
(12) and Bolden 
play at full bore in 


a preseason game. 


SPORTSNATION 


WHOIS YOUR PICK TO WIN THE NCAA TITLE? 


24% 


Duke Kentucky Kansas 


36% | 


19% | 


10% 


Villanova Louisville 


11% | 


“THESE GUYS ARE 
MY TEAMMATES, 
BUT WE HAVE TO 
BE WILLING TO 
GO BETWEEN THE 
LINES EVERY 
DAY AND FIGHT 
FOR A SPOT.” 
CHASE JETER 


And he'll push. The day before that lack- 
luster practice in Cameron, the Blue Devils 
went at each other in high-intensity drills 
and furious games of five-on-five for nearly 
three hours. Krzyzewski says there was more 
contact that one afternoon than in a month's 
worth of practices last year, when he simply 
tried to nurse his depleted squad through the 
season. Now he can challenge his players. 

“Luke is busting your ass!” Krzyzewski 
shouts after Allen recklessly throws him- 
self into a defender, looking for a foul. He 
watches Jeter dunk off a pick-and-roll and 
Bolden respond with a nifty drop step. 
There’s no need to hold back this year, not 
with so many players ready to take the job 
of a teammate who falters. Not with such 
big expectations. B 
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As usual, you saw that coming. 
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South Carolina’s Alaina Coates isn't 
the best player on her own team. 
But the 6-foot-4 center could 
muscle her way into becoming the 
best pro prospect in the nation. 


BY MECHELLE VOEPEL 


IN COLLABORATION WITH ESPNW 


SoLew tT rs Smage oS: 4 
Bien Ss Samet 


Coates on her 
game: “I’m going 
to bully my way 
around out there.” 
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AVERAGE HEIGHT OF THE TOP 25 


Oregon State and Tennessee each feature 
six players who are 6-2 or taller. Here’s 
how the nation’s best teams measure up. 


CONNECTICUT 
NOTRE DAME 
SOUTH CAROLINA 
BAYLOR 


LOUISVILLE 
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MIAMI (FLA.) 
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SOUTH DAKOTA STATE 


5-9 5-10 5-11 6-0 6-1 


Heights courtesy ESPN Stats & Information. 
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POINT GUARDS, basketball’s vertically chal- 
lenged demographic, tend to view post 
players with a mix of exasperation and ad- 
miration. South Carolina coach Dawn 
Staley, a former point herself, is no different 
when she looks at 6-foot-4 senior center 
Alaina Coates. 

“It seems like for bigs, there’s no middle 
ground,’ the 5-5 Staley says. “They're either 
soft or they're physical, it’s not like there’s an 
in-between.” 

“Soft” is a bit harsh—even bigs who drift 
to the perimeter still end up taking some 
punishment inside. But Staley sees the 
women’s game changing, with fewer pure 
centers who play with their backs to the bas- 
ket and don’t act like 3-point shooters. 

Of course, part of her perspective comes 
from having such a valuable commodity in 
Coates. And with junior Aja Wilson, a 6-5 
forward who prefers to face the basket, she 
has two very different types of dominant 
bigs. The Gamecocks relied on the inside- 
outside strength of the duo to go 33-2 and 
win the SEC title last season. 

While Wilson is a superstar—she was a 
consensus All-American and national player 
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of the year candidate last season—and the 
face of one of the country’s best teams, 
Coates is also an elite professional prospect, 
one who will be in the mix to become the 
WNBAs No. 1 draft pick in April. 

“Because of her willingness to play a style 
that few are willing to play, she'll find her way 
into a positive role with a WNBA team,’ says 
Cori Close, coach of Pac-12 preseason favor- 
ite UCLA, which will face South Carolina on 
Dec. 18. “You can’t put a price tag on it.” 

In the WNBA, big players with guard 
skills abound: Los Angeles’ 6-4 forward- 
center Candace Parker, Chicago's 6-5 
forward-guard Elena Delle Donne and 
Seattle’s 6-4 forward Breanna Stewart are 
all among the two tallest players on their 
teams, but only Parker is designated as a 
center. No matter how they’re listed, they 
have similar styles: Stewart made 45 3s this 
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Coates (above) and 
6-5 forward A’ja 
Wilson give coach 
Dawn Staley a big 
post presence. 


past season, Delle Donne 43 and Parker 42. 

In contrast, Minnesota’s 6-6 Sylvia 
Fowles has attempted just one 3-pointer in 
nine WNBA seasons. Phoenix’s 6-9 star 
Brittney Griner has taken none. Fowles says 
it’s simple: Players such as Coates should 
perfect what they do best. 

Staley, who played alongside 6-5 Lisa 
Leslie, a four-time Olympian and three- 
time MVP with Los Angeles, has the same 
vision for Coates. “Lisa was really smart in 
that she knew where she was going to make 
the most money,’ Staley says. “Which was: 
‘T’ve got to get down there and score in the 
paint. She worked at it.” 

Staley says Coates, while still a work in 
progress, “can be the most dominant player 
in the country just being a back-to-the- 
basket player. She’s embraced that.” 

That allows Staley a luxury that few 
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MEASURING UP 


Alaina Coates 
(12.1 ppg) was the 
only center who 
ranked among the 
top 20 scorers in 


Eri W 
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GO TO ESPNW.COM 


other college coaches have. According to 
Synergy Sports Technology, the Gamecocks 
posted up 64 percent more than the nation- 
al average last season. 

Coates considers Wilson the perfect high- 
low partner—“‘I trust Aja’—and they share 
the joy of being local stars who have helped 
South Carolina become the nation’s atten- 
dance leader (14,978 per home game last 
season) in women’s basketball. Coates is 
from Irmo, just northwest of Columbia, and 
Wilson is from Hopkins, to the southeast. 
Their towns are 35 minutes apart, with the 
university downtown right between them. 

“Alaina and I have been playing together 
since we were 12 or 13 years old, with AAU,” 
Wilson says. “It’s fun to have a true back-to- 
the-basket player, especially with a person 
like me who’s not. It’s a nice balance.” 

Coates, who posted up 33.3 percent more 
than the average player last season, was the 
only center among the SEC’s top 20 scorers 
(12.1 points per game). Just 15 percent of the 
SEC’s top 41 rebounders were centers, with 
Coates leading at 10.3 rpg. 

She was mentored from an early age by 
her father, Gary Coates, a command ser- 
geant major in the Army National Guard 
and active-duty military for 33 years. “Play- 
ing the post makes you mature,” says Gary, 
whose brother, Ben Coates, was an NFL 
tight end for 10 seasons. 

Alaina has taken her dad’s lessons to heart. 

“I enjoy being a 5,” she says. “Being a cen- 
ter means youre going to war down there on 
the block. I like the feeling that I’m going to 
bully my way around out there.” 

The kindhearted Coates says this with a 
laugh. But Staley prefers Coates to have a bit 
of an edge. That may be the difference in the 
Gamecocks’ run at the 2017 national title. 

“I don’t like when she plays passive or 
when she makes herself blend in,” Staley 
says. “She’s physical, she’s imposing, she’s 
mobile, she’s quick. She’s all of those things. 

“And if she’s anything less than that, then 
she might as well be 5-11." 
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has won the past four women’s NCAA titles. 
it’s someone else’s turn in 2017, right? Maybe not. 


UConn lost 49 percent of its scoring and 57 
percent of its assists, but Kia Nurse, Katie Lou 
Samuelson and Gabby Williams are new cogs 


as Geno Auriemma designs a run for title 12. 


Led by PG Lindsay Allen, F Brianna Turner 
and dynamic freshman G Jackie Young, the 
Trish are again the ACC favorites. But is a 
second NCAA title finally within reach? 


High-low post duo A’ja Wilson (16.1 ppg, 8.7 
rpg) and Alaina Coates (12.1, 10.3) are back 
after a loss in the Sweet 16. But who will 
provide guard leadership? 


Seniors Nina Davis and Alexis Jones (40 
percent of scoring) return to lead the Big 12 
boss. Watch for No. 1 recruit Lauren Cox as 
Baylor aims for a Final Four in nearby Dallas. 


Jeff Walz has averaged 26 wins at Louisville 
and made two Final Four trips. The top seven 
scorers return, led by F Myisha Hines-Allen 

(17.6 ppg). The Cards will push ND in the ACC. 


G Kelsey Mitchell was the nation’s third-best 
scorer (26.1 ppg) and tied for second in 3s 
(126). She'll have a new running mate in UNC 
transfer and All-ACC F Stephanie Mavunga. 


C Brionna Jones led the nation in F6% (66.5), 
and G/F Shatori Walker-Kimbrough was tops in 
3PT% (54.5). The Terps have two Big Ten losses 
since 2014 and bring in the No. 1 class. 


UT’s 31 wins last season were its most since 
1987-88, and Big 12 runner-up was its best 
league finish in 11 years. Texas lost three 
starters but has experienced guard play. 


The Pac-1e delivered OSU and U-Dub to the 16 
Final Four. Now UCLA, led by G Jordin Canada 
(16.1 ppg), is picked to win the league. A 
Sweet 16 last year was its best finish since ’99. 


FSU, still seeking a Final Four breakthrough, 
went to the Sweet 16. Olympic silver medalist 
G Leticia Romero is back, as is the team’s 
leading scorer, F Shakayla Thomas (16.4 ppg}. 
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12 MISSISSIPPI STATE 


LAST SEASON: 28-8 
PROJECTED SEED: 3 


13 SYRACUSE 
LAST SEASON: 30-8 
PROJECTED SEED: 6 


T14 TENNESSEE 
LAST SEASON: 22-14 
PROJECTED SEED: 4 


T14 ARIZONA STATE 
LAST SEASON: 26-7 
PROJECTED SEED: 4 


16 OKLAHOMA 
LAST SEASON: 22-11 
PROJECTED SEED: 3 


17 KENTUCKY 
LAST SEASON: 25-8 
PROJECTED SEED: 4 


18 MIAMI (FLA.) 
LAST SEASON: 24-9 
PROJECTED SEED: 4 


19 WASHINGTON 
LAST SEASON: 26-11 
PROJECTED SEED: 5 


T20 OREGON STATE 
LAST SEASON: 32-5 
PROJECTED SEED: 6 


T20 DEPAUL 
LAST SEASON: 27-9 
PROJECTED SEED: 5 


22 FLORIDA 
LAST SEASON: 22-9 
PROJECTED SEED: 5 


23 INDIANA 
LAST SEASON: 21-12 
PROJECTED SEED: 6 


24 MISSOURI 
LAST SEASON: 22-10 
PROJECTED SEED: 7 


25 SOUTH DAKOTA STATE 


LAST SEASON: 27-7 
PROJECTED SEED: 9 


*Preseason projected seeds courtesy ESPN’s Charlie Creme. 
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THE TRUTH 


BY 
HOWARD 
BRYANT 


Dominance Comes to Wrigley After playing the role of 
lovable losers for so long, it’s finally time for the Cubs to 
embrace their true identity: baseball superpower. 


t has been a few weeks now, and the Cubs are still World Series cham- 
pions. And if history is any guide, everything familiar about the iden- 
tity of the fan base and organization will be erased as the price of that 
title. The Cubs can no longer mask a century of incompetence with curses, afternoon drink- 
ing and low expectations. They’ve always had the resources of a superpower—and now they 
have to start acting like one. 

Having witnessed the same shift in Boston, Theo Epstein knows this better than most. After 
almost 100 years of failure, the Red Sox still do business now the same as they did before win- 
ning the World Series in 2004—last winter, they signed David Price to a seven-year, $217 mil- 
lion free agent contract, just as they signed Manny Ramirez to an eight-year, $160 million 
contract in December 2000. But the national sympathy for their eternal heartbreak is gone. 
Even before Game 7, there was nothing cute or disadvantaged about the Cubs either, as evi- 
denced by their enviable ability to sign Jason Heyward to an eight-year, $184 million con- 
tract—and bench him during the World Series. 

The Red Sox marketed and sold themselves as a ragtag band of rebels fighting both the 
supernatural and the omnipotent Yankees. Fans of the Rays, who happened to be the real 
underdogs, even coined a term for Boston’s sly deception, referring to them as the Just as Evil 
Empire. Chicago, like Boston 12 years ago, can no longer claim the image of underdog on the 
field—especially since the Cubs are far from underdogs on the balance sheet, where they rake 
in profits. An identity change is coming, and they should embrace it. 


In this money game, with no salary cap and limited revenue-sharing, the Cubs, in the third- 
biggest market in the country, should have been dominant for decades. Instead, they were base- 
ball’s family screwup, partying with the trust fund money, winding up on academic probation. 
The generations of fans desperate for a winner have certainly suffered since 1946, but owner- 
ship certainly did not. The Cubs have been one of the richest teams in baseball. The team sold 
in 2009 for $845 million and in March was estimated by Forbes to be worth $2.2 billion, fifth 
best in MLB. The lovable loser narrative was lucrative—it sold lots of tickets, beer and T-shirts 
and allowed an enormous fan base to feel sorry for itself—but in reality, the Cubs were cursed 
only in one way: by their own ownership mediocrity. 

Today, they have the opportunity to be the dominant team in the National League—and 


probably in baseball—for years to come. In Epstein, they have a 
president of baseball operations who knows how to build a farm sys- 
tem so well he can take big gambles on free agents, and the Ricketts 
family’s enormous resources can help the team survive even a deal 
like Heyward’s. With old money but a new-school attitude, baseball 
wants its teams built the Epstein way, lest they face oppressive lux- 
ury tax penalties. 

“You have to embrace the suck,” Yankees general manager Brian 
Cashman told me earlier this year. “Look at Theo and the Cubs. 
They had money, but they built the farm system, lost and lost, and 
told their fan base the payoff was coming. George Steinbrenner’s 
way is gone. You can’t do it that way anymore. That’s why we made 
the Aroldis Chapman deal with them. Embrace the suck. Build 
the contender.” 

The Cubs can now go back to being the power they once were, for 
from 1906 to 1945 Chicago went to the World Series 10 times and 
won it twice. But the opportunity to shed the underdog image will 
come at an enormous cost: the identity the franchise has cultivated 
for the past half-century as a great place to start the bachelorette 
party before the North Side pub crawl kicks into high gear. 

Perhaps Chicago's transition to superpower won't be as harsh as 
in Boston, where agony was replaced by pink hats, expensive seats 
and gentrification (though Wrigleyville already has a leg up on the 
latter). Maybe the team will maintain its old identity even if it dom- 
inates, because so many of its celebrity fans are comedians, and be- 
cause the beer has always flowed during weekday baseball when 
everyone else is being killed by office meetings. As expectations un- 
doubtedly rise for the Cubs to stay on top, maybe Chicago will do 
something truly remarkable: win big while still being best known 
for having a good time. 
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